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This book is dedicated to my two wonderful children,

who fill each day with love and magic.

I love you, Thing One and Thing Two!
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Chapter 1

São Paulo, Brazil

The bustling sidewalk of São Paulo’s congested Avenida Paulista was hardly the ideal setting to have my Waker senses flare, but I had no choice in the matter. The familiar arctic chill slammed into me, causing goose bumps to pebble along my skin and the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end, all the usual signs of a spirit’s presence.

After stepping out of the flow of traffic, I paused and searched the crowd carefully for the ghost. My heart dropped at the sight of the spectral little girl with worn flip-flops and curly dark hair, studying me with her sad brown eyes.

Most people would have been terrified to see a ghost—even an adorable little girl like this one—but ghosts were a regular part of everyday life for me and most of the women in my family. We are called Wakers, Acorderas in Portuguese. My Vovó, my grandmother, had been sharing her Waker stories with me since my childhood, preparing me for my destiny.

I whistled to catch Vovó’s attention and she turned in my direction, immediately seeing the little girl. Vovó shifted her basket of herbs to her hip and smiled at the ghost. That same smile had helped hundreds of spirits.

Trusting Vovó to wrap this up fast, I glanced at my watch and cringed. I had to be at work in half an hour and it took at least twenty minutes to get back to Vovó’s from here. Hopefully, Grandma wouldn’t have any issues helping this little one into the light. I’d be in trouble if I were late again.

A weird itchy feeling traveled up my legs and arms. I absently rubbed at it and noticed the ghost shifting nervously, edging away from us. Only then did I realize Vovó hadn’t spoken. Strange. Vovó didn’t usually waste time.

Instead of launching into her traditional spiel, Vovó slowly settled down onto the low, crumbling cement wall, sweat beading on her forehead. She caught my eye and smiled, but it was tense and without the normal sparkle in her eyes.

“Can you help her, Yara? Estou cansada.”

She’d been tired more often lately. Even though the battle with Crosby had been almost three years ago, Vovó had never been the same. She had pushed her abilities further that night than I’d ever seen before or since. Though she wasn’t weak by any means, that night had aged her. Vovó had always seemed invincible to me. Her vulnerability frightened me more than Crosby or Sophia ever had.

“Sim, Vovó, I can do it.” I’d spoken with many ghosts over the last few years, but most had been adults. Sometimes there were teenagers, but rarely did I see ghosts younger than that. I was grateful. Children were the hardest for me to deal with. Not only did their deaths seem more tragic, but also they were harder to get through to.

The mix of humidity and the ghost-induced chill settled into my bones, making it feel more like a brisk wintry day than a warm fall Brazilian afternoon.

It could be worse, I told myself. I could be cold and wet. It had happened many times before. Ghosts didn’t stop needing help during the rainy season. Vovó had a post-office-like mantra: no inconvenient weather could stand in the way of a Waker assisting the spirit world. Thankfully, the wetter days of March had given way to April’s dryer season.

I swallowed my worry as I carefully approached the little girl and crouched down in front of her. Moments like these still felt like a test, a time for Vovó to judge and see how far I’d progressed. My hands twisted together.

“My name is Yara. Are you lost?”

Her eyes widened and she smiled, showing a mouthful of baby teeth. “Pode me ver?”

“Yes, I can see you.” I smiled at her and answered in Portuguese. “My grandma can see you too. Can we help you?”

The little girl’s bottom lip trembled. “I can’t find my mom and dad.”

No wonder the poor thing was scared. “What’s your name?” I asked, reaching out toward the girl.

She took a step back. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.”

“That’s a very good rule to follow.” I pulled out my phone and showed it to her. “We just need to know your name and your parent’s names so we can find them.”

She hesitated, her eyes flickering between me and my phone before answering. “Ana.”

“Okay, Ana.” At least she was willing to tell me that much. “Do you know your last name?”

Her lip quivered again. “Santos.”

A quick search for Ana Santos turned up a disheartening number of results. I needed to narrow down the search parameters. “What about your mom and dad? Do you know their names?”

“Silvia and Tony.”

“Those are beautiful names,” I told her as I typed the information into the search engine. While the search ran, I wondered what Wakers did before the Internet. It must have taken them days of mind-numbing research and painstaking footwork to figure out who some of these ghosts were, especially the young ones.

A couple of promising links popped up. I clicked on the first one and my eyes welled up with tears as I skimmed through it. Her whole family had died in a car accident a few days ago. Right here. Sure enough, pieces of taillights littered the ground in front of the wall where Vovó sat. The wall itself was cracked and missing chunks of stone and rust colored streaks stained the pavement from me to the wall

I suddenly felt sick to my stomach.

I scooted back a foot so my feet didn’t touch what I guessed was blood. This was and would always be my life. Constantly surrounded by death, witnessing first hand the fragility of life and the inevitability of death. Without realizing it, I slipped my hand into my pocket and fingered the obituary I kept there.

I forced myself away from the dark path my thoughts were starting to tread and focused instead on Ana. Since Ana was here, her parents might also be trapped. If so, I could reunite the family and they could go into the light together. Standing up, I looked at Vovó.

“Her parents died in the accident. Do you think they’re in the light or—”

“Yara!” Vovó’s voice cracked across the space between us like a whip. I jumped. She never snapped at me.

“What?”

She put her hand over her eyes and muttered something in Portuguese I couldn’t make out. “You frightened her away.”

My eyes darted to where I had last seen Ana. She was gone. I closed my eyes and reached out my Waker senses, trying to search for her presence, but the air was warm, my goose bumps diminishing. Vovó was right; I’d scared her off. And she probably wouldn’t be back until after I left.

Sliding my hands into my pockets, I sighed and walked over to where Vovó sat. “Sorry.”

Vovó’s expression didn’t soften in the least. If anything, her lips grew thinner. “You have been here with me for three years. A crossing for that little girl should have gone like this,” she said, snapping her fingers at me.

I hated it when she criticized, especially when her accusations were justified. Sighing and preparing myself for her constructive criticism I asked, “What did I do wrong?”

Vovó shook her head as she listed my mistakes. “You talked to me about Ana like she wasn’t here. Then, without lowering your voice so only I could hear, you announced her parents were dead—a fact she obviously didn’t know and wasn’t prepared to face. Now she thinks her parents are dead, but doesn’t know she is also. She’s out there alone and terrified.”

Hanging my head, I collapsed next to her on the wall and hunched my shoulders. When she pointed them out to me, my mistakes were so glaring that I couldn’t believe I made them. How many times had I been told that young spirits who hadn’t crossed usually didn’t know they’d died?

She wiped her forehead again. “I still have so much to teach you, but how can I move on to new things when you keep forgetting what you’ve already been taught?”

Her words hit me like a slap across the face. I wanted to argue but she’d spoken the truth. Embracing my Waker legacy and learning to wield that ability were two separate things. As Vovó constantly reminded me, natural abilities needed to be honed. Be it artists, athletes or Wakers, it took hundreds—if not thousands—of hours of practice to master the craft.

I’d fought against it in my pre-teen years when I realized it would make me stand out as the weird kid. In my junior year of high school, I grudgingly accepted my abilities after my experiences at a cursed and haunted boarding school made my gift impossible to ignore. I’d spent the three years since graduating high school studying and developing my Waker talents under the tutelage of Vovó and my other family members in Brazil. Sadly, all that training didn’t automatically translate into being perfect at it—or even particularly good at it.

I’d spent every day since coming to Brazil learning how to help ghosts cross over in addition to homework, tests, and clinical hours for my holistic medicine degree. Combine that with the volumes of herbal lore Vovó and my great-aunts expected me to memorize, and the fact my brain hadn’t imploded could be called a miracle. But all of that time preparing didn’t matter if I couldn’t help the spirits.

And I wanted to help ghosts. Most of them were lost and only wanted to find their way into the afterlife. Without me they might never make it into the light. What I did mattered. But every time I failed, doubt spiraled through me and it wasn’t easy to shake off. Would I ever be as skilled as Vovó? Or had I thrown away my dreams of being a journalist for nothing? At moments like these, I really didn’t know.
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Even while smiling for my patients at the holistic clinic, my somber thoughts lingered. After clocking out, I came home and curled into my desk chair.

Alone in my room, I pulled the obituary out of my pocket. I always carried it with me, since the day it had arrived in the mail. Something must have spilled on the envelope during transit because most of the words announcing the death had been blurred beyond recognition. The young face still stood out clearly though.

Amy’s bright smile reminded me of the girl I’d known in childhood rather than the young woman I’d seen my senior year. The teen I’d met then had been weathered and almost feeble, skin hanging off her skeletal frame. I would’ve assumed she’d died of an accidental overdose if not for the note attached to the second press release I’d found inside the water damaged envelope.

That one I could read. It announced Mr. Crosby’s campaign for senator. A large black X covered Crosby’s face, and a sticky note adhered to the newsprint with handwriting I recognized. It too had suffered water damage, but the permanent ink was clearly legible.

It’s his fault. I will make him pay.

I instantly recognized DJ’s messy scrawl. It hadn’t changed since he’d written a warning on the back of some surveillance photos of my boyfriend Brent and I. DJ blamed the Clutch for his sister’s death, especially their leader, Crosby.

During our years in Brazil, Brent and I tried to pretend Crosby hadn’t escaped, that Brent wasn’t dying from something that modern medicine, with all it’s wonders, couldn’t treat, let alone cure. The problem was, there wasn’t anything really wrong with his body; it was his soul that had been tainted, and the illness carried over to his physical form. I wondered if he’d waste away and become as frail as Amy had been.

I studied Amy’s image again, my finger sliding across the newsprint photo even though I wanted to crumple the clipping and forget I’d ever seen it. The paper crinkled beneath my gentle touch. Phrases like “too young to die” and “such a shame” bounced through my head. Those sentiments were true, but one emotion ate at the edges of my stomach and made me want to curl up into a ball and cry: guilt. It ate away at my insides like acid every time I looked at Amy’s bright smile.

Could I have saved Amy if I’d stayed to fight Crosby instead of retreating to Brazil to study with Vovó? Maybe. But, when I was being honest with myself, I knew my presence probably wouldn’t have mattered. I didn’t have the kind of power I needed to stand up to Crosby. Not then. I still didn’t. After having failed with Ana this morning, I doubted I’d ever have that strength.

“It wasn’t your fault, Yara.” Vovó placed a warm hand on my shoulder and I turned my cheek into it. I’d been so wrapped up in my thoughts I hadn’t even noticed her coming into my small room.

“I guess. I just thought . . . It’s been three years! Crosby’s still free, and we’re not any closer to finding a cure for Brent! ”

Vovó lowered herself onto the edge of my twin bed and looked at me over the rim of her glasses. “I think we need to approach Brent’s treatment in a new way.”

“What do you mean?”

She glanced toward the locked cabinet above my chest of drawers, where we kept the potion we’d stolen from the Clutch, the only thing keeping Brent alive. It hadn’t cured him, but it kept him going, and gave us time to search for something that would. The medication had become less effective over time, forcing Brent to take more to get the same results.

“We thought we’d have enough for almost a decade.” She leaned forward and took my hand in hers. “With the way his dosage has been increasing, he barely has enough for another year.”

It felt like a rock lodged in my airway. I knew how much medication he burned through every month, but hearing it spoken out loud made it more real. And scarier. Brent had tried to bring it up lately, but I’d refused to talk about it. I couldn’t face it. I still didn’t want to, but now I had to.

“I know.” I forced myself to meet her eyes. “I know. But what else is there to do? We’ve talked to all of the Wakers on both sides of the family: yours, and Grandpa’s.”

There were three original Waker lines: Dias, Azevedo, and Sousa. I was a child of the Sousa line through Vovó and the Dias line through Grandpa Silva. After talking to family on that side, they had directed me to even more Wakers. I’d talked to all of them. “We’ve talked to every Waker we know.”

“No, we haven’t.”

What was she talking about? I ran through the mental list of the Waker families in Brazil. We’d definitely asked all of them for help.

“Yes, we did. We . . .” I trailed off when I understood what she was saying. There was one group of Wakers we’d avoided. Mainly because the last time we’d had contact with them they’d expressed their displeasure with me. “You want me to talk to the American Wakers?”

She nodded.

“But they threatened us.” Sure, they had warned us not to take down the spirit barrier surrounding Pendrell, but we hadn’t had a choice. It was down now and based on the grim note Kalina had given me, they weren’t our biggest fans.

“Yes.” She released my hand and reached inside her apron pocket, pulling out a well-worn envelope. “This came a few weeks ago and I have been deciding what to about it. Then, I had a dream.”

I shivered. Vovó’s prophetic dreams were never about sunshine and rainbows. Gripping the arms of the wooden chair, I asked, “And?”

“It told me I needed to give this to you. I believe this will help Brent and that we need to work with them.”

With shaking hands, I took the envelope, not sure if I trembled from fear of the American Wakers, or excitement that I might finally be able to help Brent. This letter could change my life. Which was probably why I was so disappointed to find it barely a quarter-page long.

Ilma,

We have the information you are seeking in regards to Mr. Springsteed. We will welcome you back to the United States for a meeting. We share a common enemy.

Rachel

“Welcome us back? Like they could to keep us out.” I laughed. My grandmother didn’t. The lines around her eyes deepened and I glanced back at the letter. We will welcome you back to the United States. “Really? They could do that?”

“Yes. They have powerful connections.” She pushed her glasses up her nose. “There are many reasons I have avoided them in the past.”

It seemed like there was a very interesting story behind that statement, but I knew from the look on her face that she didn’t plan to share it. I read the letter again. “They want something from us, don’t they?”

“Of course, but for now that doesn’t matter. I don’t think we should meet them; I think we must.”

Vovó’s gaze was steady and her words rang with certainty, but I wasn’t ready to come running when the American Wakers beckoned us. I sighed, pulling my knees to my chest. Leaning back in the chair, I read the letter again, but it didn’t tell me anything more than it had before.

“But we’re still working on the formula. There are variations we haven’t tried. Plants we haven’t experimented with.”

“Querida.” She held up her hand, stopping me. “It doesn’t matter. Even if we suddenly discovered the secret and could produce as much of the potion as we desire, it is still a short-term treatment. They may have the cure.”

My hands tightened on the slip of paper. ‘Cure’ was one of those dangerously slippery words filled with hope that I wanted to pounce on without thought, and agree to anything to posses. I knew a cure existed; my brother Kevin managed to communicate with me from the other side to let me know it was out there. I just had to find it.

If the American Wakers had information that would even point us in the right direction, I’d be tempted to accept whatever terms they asked. The problem would be trusting them to keep their end. The Clutch had dangled that same cure-carrot in front of Brent our senior year, wanting to control us, not help us.

Despite the similarities of the offer, I decided I had to listen to the American Wakers with an open mind. At least this time I had Vovó’s dream guiding us to attend this meeting. And I was growing desperate.

I’d only met one American Waker: Kalina. Like me, she was a Returned, someone who had changed the outcome of her death and come back to the land of the living. There should have been a kinship between us since we both knew what it was like to cheat death. Sadly, it hadn’t turned out that way.

We had something else in common, though; we’d each returned with powers beyond the normal scope of Waker abilities. Hers involved visions of the future, visions that had warned her and the other American Wakers I would have a hand in destroying Pendrell’s protective barrier. They sent Kalina to warn me not to take down the barrier, never giving me a single clue how to stop the Clutch. But even after Vovó and I almost died trying to prevent it—without any help from them—they still blamed me for all of it.

I didn’t relish the idea of meeting with them. And I really hated that they summoned me like some servant.

But my pride and anger were nothing compared to the lure of their snare. How could I not go if there was the possibility of curing Brent?

Returning to California also meant confronting Crosby. I closed my eyes, hating how inevitable this all felt, like fate had guided me kicking and screaming to this point.

The thought of going back to America frightened me. Luckily, Brent and I hadn’t been slacking. We’d both been training. But even so, Brazil had been an escape, one we’d both needed.

My eyes ran over the painted cement walls of my small room. My nursing diploma and holistic certificate from the São Paulo School of Holistic Medicine and Nursing hung there. The intensive program took only weeklong breaks between semesters, and allowed me to finish both my holistic training and earn my nursing degree simultaneously.

The sight of those dual diplomas still made me grin.

Beside them I’d placed a picture of Brent, Cherie, and me. Two winters ago, after Steve broke up with her, Cherie had flown out to visit and nurse her broken heart. In the picture, she wore a bright smile but the puffiness around her eyes revealed the strain of her break-up. She’d come again at the end of October last year, looking almost healed. I hadn’t heard from her much lately and my final semester of school had kept me too busy to call. At least going home would let me see Cherie again. I really missed her.

Returning to California under these circumstances felt like accepting defeat. In my daydreams, returning to America only happened after finding Brent’s cure. The thought of going back while Brent guzzled his meds with decreasing results made me want to cry, especially after my failure to help Ana. In my fantasies, I’d step out of the plane at LAX a triumphant Waker as wise as Vovó and confident in her abilities with a fully recovered Brent by my side.

That’s not how things were playing out.

Had I improved? Yes. But not enough. My abilities still fell short of where I’d envisioned them when I left the safety of Brazil. Returning this way reeked of failure. The words ‘not good enough’ might as well have been branded with a hot iron onto my heart. My tear ducts threatened to overflow, but I pushed back my despair. I wasn’t giving up or retreating, I had simply decided to follow a new path in my goal to save my boyfriend.

Even though I was sure Vovó already knew my answer, I let out a resigned sigh. “I’ll start making the arrangements for the trip.”

She nodded, but didn’t smile. I think going back to the U.S. was about as appealing to her as it was to me.

“I was going to take some herbs to your great-aunt’s house. Do you want to walk with me to see Brent?”

“I can take it for you. I was planning on visiting him tonight anyway.”

Even though we were both twenty-one, my parents and Vovó refused to allow Brent and I to live under the same roof. Luckily, my great aunt Dalva lived less than a block away and she’d welcomed Brent into her house like a long-lost son.

I folded the obituary and put it back in my pocket. “I’ll let him know what’s happening.”

On the short walk to Dalva’s, I did the meditative breathing I’d learned in my holistic courses. I let the worry, the tension, the pressure, and the fear go with every exhaled breath. It helped me concentrate on the first problem I’d have to face instead of letting them all overwhelm me.

I knocked on Dalva’s door before letting myself in. “Anyone home?”

“In here, Bonita.” Brent’s voice echoed off the stone walls, but I could tell it came from the kitchen.

I found Brent standing in the middle of the kitchen with a push broom, using it to scrub the floor, which was covered in soapy water. He smiled when he saw me, but I knew my answering smile wasn’t as bright as it should’ve been. I couldn’t muster a true grin when I saw how haggard he appeared.

The dark circles under his eyes had grown darker. At first I’d worried it was a sign that the potion was becoming even less effective than ever, but he said he just hadn’t been sleeping well. Bad dreams, he said. It’d been a month since he had a good night’s sleep and it was starting to show.

I came up behind him and slipped my arms around his waist. “Still not sleeping?”

He twisted in my arms to gently press my lips. Even after all this time, his kiss melted my insides like overheated wax. It wasn’t the newness of the kiss that did it now; it was all the love behind it, making it so much better than it used to be. His smile turned mischievous. “Who knows? Maybe I’m dreaming right now. If I am, don’t wake me up. This a good one for once.”

That earned him another kiss. He pulled me flush against him and angled his head so he could deepen the kiss. My pulse surged and my body flushed. I needed to take a breath, but who cared about air when I was kissing Brent?

“I wasn’t done,” I protested when he pulled away. He kissed the tip of my nose and let me go. With a resigned sigh I climbed up onto the kitchen counter and let my legs swing free.

I tried to figure out how best to broach the subject I’d purposefully made off-limits. Nothing brilliant sprung to mind, so I just took a breath and dove in. “Today has been interesting.”

Brent swapped the broom for a long-handled squeegee, and then rinsed away the suds with a bucket of clean water. “Bad interesting or good interesting?”

I crossed my ankles and leaned back. “I’m not sure yet.”

As I explained about Vovó’s dream and the letter of invitation from the American Wakers, he opened the back door and squeegeed the water out onto the patio where a floor drain carried it away. When I finished, he rested on the handle of the squeegee and stared out the open door, his dark hair glinting in the sunlight.

“I guess even six thousand miles isn’t far enough to run away from our problems. They still find us.” He kept his back to me but I could see the slump in his shoulders, the way his head hung. “What do you think we should do?”

“There’s no guarantee the American Wakers will actually help us,” I hedged. “It’s only slightly safer than making a deal with Crosby. We both saw how that turned out.”

Sighing and turning, he set the squeegee against the counter. “What does Vovó think?”

“That we need to go.”

Brent dropped a towel beneath my feet and gave me a knowing look. “Now answer the first question I asked. What do you think?”

“I think we should listen to Vovó. What about you?”

I stepped down onto the towel, and shuffled around, helping to dry off the tile. Brent didn’t answer right away as if he needed time to think. To avoid staring at him while he processed his thoughts, I applied myself to towel surfing around the kitchen floor.

After about five minutes Brent finally spoke. “We should go.” He picked up his wet towel. “Actually, the timing is almost perfect. I got an email from my mom last week threatening to cut off my trust fund if I didn’t come home and visit.”

My jaw went slack. “Would she really do that?”

I’m not even sure why I asked; I already knew the answer. Yes, she would. Brent had abandoned his parents’ Ivy League dreams to run off to Brazil with me after graduation. His mom and dad hated me, resentful that I had ‘sunk my claws’ into their son, and then, betrayed him by not working with the Clutch. It didn’t matter that I’d managed to get the medication on my own.

In my humble opinion, they were highly delusional for thinking the Clutch had any redeeming qualities. I’d never understood why Brent’s dad wanted to join them.

Brent chewed on his nail. “She’s not doing very well. The divorce hit her hard, and she still isn’t happy I turned down Yale.”

“And the even more unforgivable fact that you ran off to Brazil with me,” I added.

He didn’t bother denying the point. Brent returned the squeegee to the kitchen pantry and picked up our towels. “It’s not like I haven’t been going to college, but it isn’t the path they wanted for me. They always hoped I’d go into politics. And the divorce is just making Mom even more bitter.”

When we’d first arrived here, Brent’s original plans hadn’t included college. Vovó had been adamant that if he were to live in Dalva’s home, he would have to attend school, so he’d enrolled to keep the peace. It turned out to be a good thing. It gave him something to do, a way to occupy himself when my coursework and my extra studying with Vovó took up most of my days. He had loaded up on classes and graduated in the same time I did with dual Bachelor’s degrees in business and Portuguese. In recent months, he’d started working at the local high school teaching English.

So, yes, my family had made sure Brent went to college, but it wasn’t an American Ivy League school or even a prestigious European university. I’d ruined their family legacy and, on top of that, his mother blamed me for the breakup of her marriage. Like it was my fault her husband had been so bent on joining a secret organization that he was willing to risk his son’s health and destroy his family.

I tried not to speak about his parents. I might not like them, but I didn’t want to further the rift between them either. I tried to be supportive. “Well, good. You’ll go visit your mom and I’ll go visit the Wakers.”

Brent shook his head. “Nice try. We’ll both be going to see the Wakers. If they have answers, I want to be there. Plus, I trust them about as much as I trust Crosby. I’m not letting you walk in there alone.”

I stared into Brent’s eyes and hid my fears behind a grin. Brent looked sleep deprived, but no one meeting him for the first time would guess how closely death hounded him. He still had the same warm, melted-chocolate colored eyes, artistically mussed sable brown hair, devastating smile and strong muscled body I drooled over as a junior in high school. In fact, there had even been weeks over the past few years where I let myself believe he’d been healed completely. The illusion never lasted long though.

In my gut, a nagging sense of doubt had taken up residence, slowly consuming my nerves like a flesh eating bacteria. I never voiced any concerns of failure aloud. Part of me believed that if uttered, my worries would come true. I only prayed that Brent never saw beyond my optimistic veneer. Sometimes the only thing that held my fears at bay was a message I’d received from my brother.

I’d had a special ‘beyond the light of eternity’ visit from my deceased brother Kevin last year, during a Waker ceremony called Ação de Abrir. At the stroke of midnight between October 31st and November 1st, the famous eternal light opens, allowing trapped spirits a second chance to cross over.

Cherie, Vovó, and I had gone to a graveyard near here to witness the event for ourselves. Though she couldn’t see ghosts, Cherie still wanted to be part of the experience. I went out of curiosity, never imagining I’d see Kevin. He appeared, letting us know a cure existed, but the minute ended before he could tell us where to look.

That singular event fueled my belief that a cure existed and my drive to find it. I wouldn’t give up. I would follow every possible lead, even if it meant suffering the American Wakers.

I’d taken the mantle of Brent’s health upon my shoulders and even though it had grown heavy, I refused to put it down. No matter what I was doing or how many other problems occupied my mind, there was a part of my brain constantly on the lookout for clues, for answers, for a new avenue of possibilities to explore. If they did have the information we’d been searching for, I sincerely hoped I could pay the price they’d demand.


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The day before we flew home, Brent and I went to the sacolão market, to pick up fruit for a salad at our farewell family party. I loved going to the green grocers and seeing all the bright colored fruit. On our way out, we stopped at the feira and wandered around the open-air market. We browsed the different wares, enjoying the familiar smells and sounds. I couldn’t help but wonder when we’d be back.

Brent took the bag of fruit from me and nudged me toward the vendor selling churros. My mouth instantly watered. Those fattening cream-filled bites of heaven were a major weakness for me.

Brent’s smile didn’t fade when I scowled at him. “Brent, you’re supposed to keep me from eating them!”

But I took a step toward the vendor.

Brent took my arm and guided me the last few feet to the sweet treats. “We’re leaving tomorrow and you know you can’t find them like this in California.” He gave me his I’m-doing-this-for-you innocent expression. “You’ll regret it if you don’t get one.”

I’d spent the last year trying to wean myself off my addiction to these particular desserts. Recently I’d been very good at monitoring my intake but the smell of deep fried dough, sugar, and cinnamon proved maddeningly enticing. I decided Brent had a point.

“Not to mention you lost weight this semester because you were working so hard. Your dad will notice and blame me.”

I put my hand over my heart. “You’re right. I need to eat this churro to protect you from my dad and his sword collection.”

Brent ruffled my hair. “Exactly. Please help me.”

“If I must.” I kissed his cheek. “The things I do for love.”

With me playing the part of a long-suffering martyr, I ordered two doce de leite filled churros, and two cans of guaraná, my favorite soft drink. Brent paid, and handed me mine.

I bit into the warm pastry and closed my eyes, enjoying the cinnamon-and-sugar dusted treat. The cream in the middle put all other churros to shame. After another bite I moaned in happiness.

“Let’s sit over there,” Brent said, gesturing to an alcove between two stores. “It’s less crowded.”

Brent guided me out of the press of bodies on the busy street and to a vacant bench. I took another bite of my churro and stared into the bag of fruit. Brent wiped his fingers free of the lingering sugar and cinnamon.

“What’s wrong?” Brent asked. He touched between my eyebrows, smoothing over the wrinkle I knew had to have formed there. “I think we have enough fruit for the salad. Your family eats a lot but even they can’t finish off one as big as we have planned.” The corners of my mouth twisted up at his joke.

“It’s just weird that this our last day here and our last family party before leaving for home.”

“Home?” Brent brushed my hair back behind my ear as I fed him the last of my churro. He chewed it while gesturing with a nod toward the busy streets clogged with cars and white taxis and motorcycles. “This feels like home now more than California does.”

“Seriously?” I played with the handles of the fruit bag, my eyes skimming along the scene in front of us before finding his face.

Brent nodded. “Though I’d be lying if said I wasn’t craving real pizza.”

I drew in a deep breath, inhaling the different scents of São Paulo, the damp air, the richness of the trees and flowers that didn’t grow at my parents’ home; even the smog smelled different than southern California. But beneath all of the scents of the city was the familiar one of Brent, the one that’d been comforting me since high school.

“You’re right. São Paulo does feel like home now.”

Brent leaned forward and pressed his forehead against mine. “It doesn’t matter where we go. Home is wherever you are.”

I stared into his brown eyes and knew exactly what he meant. He wrapped his arms around me and held me and I closed my eyes and just breathed in his musky citrusy scent. Being in his arms was home for me, too.

“So you don’t regret running off with your girlfriend?” I asked with a teasing smile.

“Let’s see. So far I’ve learned another language, finished college, found a grown-up job I love, and learned so much about the Waker world I feel like an honorary member.” Brent leaned in close and the warmth of his breath, which smelled like cinnamon, warmed my neck and tickled my ear as he whispered. “Oh, and I managed to fall even more in love with you than I was in high school. I didn’t think that was possible.” He gently trailed butterfly kisses down my neck.

“Good answer,” I said in a breathy voice while I angled my neck to give him better access.

He gave a low husky chuckle before clearing his throat and sitting back.

I leaned closer and sighed. “It’s like we’ve been on vacation. For, like, a really long time.”

Brent laughed. “Vacations don’t usually require so much studying.”

“Life just feels perfect right now. I’m so happy and I don’t want it to end.”

Brent caught my eye, his expression serious. “Who says it will?”

I lowered my lashes. “No one. I’m just afraid that once we land at the airport it’ll spark some chain reaction and change everything.”

“Well, things will be different there. There’s no way they can’t be. We’ll have the American Wakers and Crosby in play. But whatever happens, we’ll be able to get through it together.” Brent tugged me closer. “You’re not alone, Yara.”

He kissed me then and I relaxed into it, allowing my worries to fall away as the clamor of the city carried on around us.
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We found Vovó in her favorite place: the garden. A smile lit up her face and she hummed to herself as she worked. The locket she always wore skimmed across the dirt as Vovó bent forward. Several of my cousins were on their hands and knees pulling weeds and trimming branches.

My cousins had the same affinity for the earth as Vovó did. My strength seemed to be in manipulating water, an odd thing because no one else in my family line had ever manifested a water affinity, especially not as strong as mine. Then again, no one else in my family had drowned and managed to bring themselves back to life, either. My water ability had been well earned.

I’d been working for the last few years with Vovó on increasing my connection to the earth. Vovó believed it would help me grow my own garden, which would provide me with the ingredients for various tinctures and poultices and other remedies I’d been learning. To my delight, I’d managed to form a small connection to the earth, but the smallest workings still took immense concentration and exhausted me.

Brent gave me a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll go start cutting up the fruit.”

He nodded at my cousins and they all waved and watched him cross the yard. Even after all the time he’d been here, the women in my family still found him fascinating. It wasn’t his good looks they admired or were curious about—well, not entirely anyway. He was an oddity among Wakers, because it was usually only the women who held any trace of spiritual talents. He couldn’t see ghosts, but he had an affinity with the spirit world and could astral project.

I could too, even though none of the other women in my family could. Other Wakers had this talent but none in my line. Just one more thing separating me from everything normal, even ‘normal’ as defined by my extremely abnormal family. I couldn’t really complain, though. My unusual abilities had saved my life, and Brent’s. Of course with his out-of-the-ordinary skills he had returned the favor.

“Wait!” My youngest cousin Marcio called after Brent. “Pick me up!”

Brent reached for Marcio but my cousin shook his head. “Not with your hands.”

I sometimes wondered if Brent ever felt like a trick pony. With an indulgent smile Brent narrowed his eyes and telekinetically lifted Marcio a foot off the ground.

“Make the wind blow!” his brother Wagner begged. Brent smiled and a gust of wind swept across the garden. Both of the boys’ dark hair fanned out around their face, covering their brown eyes.

The weeds and fallen leaves that had been tossed aside flew across the yard.

“Make it snow!”

Brent shook his head, his complexion a shade lighter than it had been seconds earlier and lowered Marcio to the ground. “Not tonight. We’re having a party. We want good weather.”

Wagner appeared to be debating Brent’s words. “You could dry it up with fire.”

Brent shrugged. “I don’t have that ability anymore.”

I for one was glad about that. That talent didn’t belong to Brent. It’d been inherited after Brent’s body was inhabited by an evil ghost. When the spirit had been forced out, it’d left behind lingering remains of powers, knowledge and sicknesses of the other souls it had captured. And that’s what was killing Brent. His fire ability frightened me when it manifested, because it meant Brent’s illness was getting worse and needed a higher dose of medication.

Wagner and Marcio continued pestering Brent to do other tricks while they followed him into the house.

“You’re really leaving tomorrow?” My cousin Janae asked.

I nodded as I knelt in the garden and dug my hands into the rich soil. With Vovó beside me it was easy to feel the pulse of life in the dirt, to understand the plants and nurture them. With her help, the tether between me and the earth wasn’t hard to find, but without her help . . . well, I was working on it.

As if sensing my thoughts, Vovó withdrew her fingers and the energy pumping through me withered. I struggled to find it again, but I couldn’t grasp it. It was like trying to grab a glass globe with hands covered in oil. No matter how hard I tried to hold on, it always seemed to pop out of my grip. Vovó sighed, but gave me a pat on the shoulder as she walked into the house.

“Sorry I’m stealing Vovó away from the family,” I told Janae. I sat back on my feet and plucked out a small weed daring to grow in Vovó’s garden.

“You’re not stealing her. She’s going willingly.”

I threw the offending weed into the bucket by my feet.

“You can’t control Vovó any better than you can control plants.” Janae gave me a teasing smile and flicked the dirt from her fingers in my direction. “And from what I hear you’re going to need her.”

I sighed. “You’re right. I do.”

“I wish I could come. I would fight with you, you know.”

“I don’t doubt it.” I let the soil sift through my fingers. “It might be better if we aren’t all in one place, though. Just in case things go bad.”

Janae stroked her finger along a plant’s flower and the drooping bud perked up. Watching her work was like spying on a garden sprite weaving a spell among the plants. I longed to be able to do that.

Janae appeared deep in thought. When she finally spoke she didn’t give me the ‘it’ll all be okay’ garbage. Instead, she held my gaze as if acknowledging the possibility of everything going epically wrong. “I had another idea on how to make your connection to the earth stronger.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “I was watching a movie, one where this superhero mom could bend and stretch her body. Think of your connection to the earth being like that. Imagine your fingers lengthening and all of the flecks of soil being an extension of your hands.”

“I do that with water.”

“Exactly, and when you feel that connection, imagine it’s simply your fingers moving. You’ll connect not only with the earth, but also with the plants. I think it’s mostly just a mental block. You see the soil being in your way, and you aren’t working with it.”

We practiced for an amazing twenty minutes where things actually clicked for me. It’d be a stretch to say I’d become proficient, but I’d definitely improved. Janae gave me a tight hug when Vovó called us in for dinner.

Vovó’s small home was packed with aunts, uncles and cousins. I stuffed myself full of fried bananas, pastéis filled with palm hearts, and black beans. The smell of fried onions and garlic, homemade bread and mangos invaded my senses. I popped open another can of guaraná, knowing I would be going through withdrawals once I got back to the States.

“Everyone? Can I have your attention?” My quiet-spoken great-aunt, Rosane, held up her hands, but most of the family couldn’t hear her over the conversation. Finally, her husband Ronaldo let out an ear-splitting whistle and everyone began to quiet down. Rosane smiled and stood. “Tomorrow, Ilma, Brent, and Yara are leaving for America. They may face quite a struggle, but we want them to know we are behind them.”

Everyone nodded in agreement and my great-aunt Dalva took over speaking. “In honor of the work Yara has been doing over the past three years, Ilma and I have decided she is ready to receive her Waker journal.”

I dropped my drink, but Brent grabbed it before it spilled all over the table. My eyes found Vovó’s. “Really?”

She nodded once and gave me a beautiful smile. A Waker journal was more than just a regular journal. I had plenty of those. I even had ones where I kept what I’d learned as a Waker.

This was different. A Waker journal was only given to a Waker when her mentor felt she’d matured into her abilities. Vovó had two. One was her personal journal given to her by her mentor, a book that had been mostly blank when her mother presented it to her and where Vovó had recorded a lifetime of lessons. The other was the Matriarca tome that was passed down directly from one Matriarca to the next. I didn’t know what secrets that journal held. No one but the Matriarca did.

Dalva held up my leather journal, a beautiful creation of hand-tooled leather. “Each of us helped to make your journal, and each of us has written inside.”

Tears welled up in my eyes. The women of a Waker’s family always shared their stories inside journals, personal tales about what being a Waker meant to them and what they’d learned over the years.

“This is the first of many, since one day you—”

Vovó snatched the journal from my aunt’s hands and shook her head at Dalva. An odd look passed between them and I would have thought I’d imagined it, but Vovó sent the same look around the whole room. A feeling of dread lodged in my gut and the sweetness and joy of the moment soured. What didn’t Vovó want me to know?

“That was weird, right?” Brent whispered in my ear.

I nodded. “Very.”

Vovó held out the journal with a radiant smile and most of the unease I felt melted under the strength of it. Whatever Vovó didn’t want Dalva to say must have been nothing. She probably didn’t want Dalva to ruin a story in the journal. That had to be it.

I crossed the room, stopping at each chair so my family could give me a hug or a pat on the back, until I finally stood in front of Vovó. I’d never been to a journal presentation before; I’d missed my sister’s and I’d never expected the overwhelming and wonderful feeling of having earned my own. Vovó’s eyes were misty with tears and I fought back my own, as my heart felt like it’d been given wings. All the years of practicing and studying had been worth it. Words abandoned me as Vovó held the journal out to me. She did it with such reverence, the moment felt sacred, and the whole room fell silent as she passed it from her arms to mine with the care of a priceless artifact.

A tingle ran up my arms and down my legs. Bringing the leather book to my chest, I hugged it tight and breathed in the smell of the leather cover. Vovó wrapped me in a hug infused with love. “I am so proud of you, Querida. You are ready for this.”

I let the tears trail down my cheek but I couldn’t find the words to express the emotion rising up from my core. Vovó thought I was ready.

For the rest of the evening we laughed and danced and ate, and my relatives gave me encouragement and lots of advice. I pushed my earlier unease to the back of my mind and tried to memorize every suggestion they offered. At nine, Vovó shooed everyone out the door, which caused another round of hugs and good luck wishes. When my cousin Janae finally left, Brent and I convinced Vovó to head to bed while we cleaned up the party mess. Her bright smile didn’t hide her exhaustion.

“You never told me about the journal before,” Brent said as we started washing the dishes. “Based on the sniffles, I’m assuming it’s a big deal.”

I smiled and dipped a platter into the soapy water. “I never told you because I wasn’t sure I’d ever get one.”

“What makes it so special?”

“It’s kind of like a diploma. On the first few pages your family writes advice and stories and whatever lessons they want to share. It’s very personal. The only other person who will read it is your daughter, or whoever you train.”

“Nice. My family passes down ugly jewelry that no one wants to wear. They just keep it in a safe deposit box and brag about how expensive it is. It’s all very pretentious, I assure you. My dad took me to the bank when I was eight to show them to me.” He sighed and threw the dishtowel over his shoulder. “He was disappointed when I asked how many comic books I could get with one of the rings.”

I laughed. “That must have made him mad.”

Brent grinned. “Oh, it did.”

“The journals may not be worth as much as an old ugly ring, but they have a legend attached. It’s said that the person you gift your journal to also gains your power when you die.”

“Whoa. So it’s like an inheritance? Or passing of the torch?”

“I never thought of it that way before but, yeah.”

Brent took the platter and rinsed the soap away. “If your grandma mentored so many people, who will she pass her journal along to?”

“I’m not really sure. Whoever she picks becomes our Matriarca. It’ll be either Rosane or Dalva, but I’m not sure which one. They are practically the seconds in command already so it will be easy for them to take over our line. She’ll give the one she chooses her personal notebook, as well as her Matriarca one.”

Brent whistled. “Your great-aunts are already strong. Especially Dalva.”

Dalva would be perfect because not only was she a powerful Waker, but she never backed down if she knew she was right. “Can you imagine what she’d be like if she gets those journals? Her natural skill plus Vovó’s awesomeness?”

Brent shook his head. “Her poor husband, he’ll never be able to contradict her again.”

“Right?” I laughed and dropped the forks into the sink, my eyes straying to my journal on the countertop. “I can’t believe Vovó still gave me my journal after the way I screwed up with Ana.”

“No one’s perfect, Yara. Your grandma knows that.”

“Yeah but—”

“But nothing. I’m proud of you.” Brent leaned over and kissed the top of my head before reaching over to collect the last of the dishes to dry. “We should get some sleep, though. We have an early flight tomorrow.”

“I know but I’m really wound up. I won’t be able to sleep.” It was partial truth and partial lie. I knew Brent wouldn’t sleep even though he was exhausted. It didn’t seem fair for him to be the only one suffering sleep deprivation. Plus, we so rarely got to be completely alone without some member of my nosy and over-protective family playing chaperone. “Want to go for a walk?”

“Sounds good. I’m not going to be able to sleep either,” he admitted.

“Ever going to tell me why?” I knew he’d started having nightmares, but I didn’t think that was the whole story. Especially, since he never told me what the nightmares were about. From the way he wouldn’t meet my eyes, it didn’t look like I’d be getting answers tonight either.

“I’ll go get your jacket.”

He’d been avoiding this conversation for a month and it made me nervous. Last time he hid something from me, I found out he was dying. Now, my stomach churned whenever he went into hiding mode. I already knew he was sick. Surely nothing else could be worse than that. Right?

Brent helped me slide into my jacket, took my hand, and led me into the night. He guided us to the park that Vovó and her neighbors shared.

Papavers and Laelias bloomed among the trees and thick grass, their sweet scent stirred in the slight breeze of the evening. Brent pulled me to him, running his fingers through my hair.

“I’ve seen so many beautiful places in Brazil,” he said as we walked. “Waterfalls, beaches, rainforests, but I think this is my favorite spot.”

“Mine too.” I snuggled closer, letting his cologne mix with the bouquet of the park. We’d spent a lot of time here, studying, talking, and playing games. The park felt like an extension of Vovó’s home and thriving garden. Other neighbors wandered past us, enjoying the night, and I felt a serenity come over me.

We hadn’t walked very far when the hairs on the nape of my neck stood on edge and I shivered, digging my hands into the jacket’s pockets. The same itchy feeling I’d had when I saw Ana traveled up my legs and carried through to my arms.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw three men in their early twenties or late teens watching me. Ghosts. They looked like they were alive, wearing—and on occasion not wearing—what they had on when they died. Based on their clothes, these three had died recently. They’d noticed me before I saw them, but that wasn’t surprising. Ghosts had the same inner compass for Wakers that Wakers had for ghosts.

What did seem odd was that they were talking together. Ghosts didn’t usually interact with each other. Maybe they’d died in the same accident? But why hadn’t they crossed over? And what were they doing in this private park? Maybe they were relatives of one of the neighbors. I peered into the darkness, but I didn’t recognize any of them.

After my failure with Ana, I wanted to help these three, to prove to myself Vovó hadn’t wasted her time teaching me. I also needed to confirm to myself I deserved my journal.

“There are some ghosts,” I whispered, tugging on Brent’s arm to stop him, my eyes still locked on the guys.

“Of course there are.” Brent was used to this now. He pulled his phone out of his pocket before dropping onto one of the stone benches. “Do your thing. I’ll entertain myself by hacking fruit to bits.”

I hated doing this to him. It seemed like there was always some Waker responsibility that pulled me away from him—especially on nights like this—but my grandmother’s sense of duty to our calling had somehow become mine. So many spirits needed my help. But at the same time, I needed a life. I sighed. Brent didn’t deserve this; he deserved a girlfriend who would pay attention to him during a romantic moonlit stroll.

“You know what? From now on, I’ll set up ghost office hours or something. We’re on a date.”

“Really?” He jumped to his feet. The smile Brent gave me made my insides warm. “Sounds good.”

“I’ll be right back. I’m going to tell them my cousins can help them tomorrow.”

I turned to the ghosts and squinted into the night. They’d vanished. Defeat hit me like an uppercut to the jaw.

But between one blink of the eye and the next they reappeared, surrounding me. Okay, that was weird. And very direct. Ghosts only got that aggressive when they were angry.

Or dangerous.

My heart tripped in my chest, unease spreading through me. They didn’t seem threatening but just in case I let my hands fall by my side, close to my pocket.

Their eyes were strange, almost glazed, but at the same time their pupils were expanding and contracting erratically, like they couldn’t focus in the dark. Odd. I’d never seen anything like that before. I’d have to ask Vovó about that in the morning.

They stood still, like they were waiting for me. Not sure how else to proceed I decided to tell them about coming back tomorrow.

“Hey, guys. If you come—”

“This won’t take long, Yara,” the ghost behind me said. He stood so close his icy breath touched my neck.

My mouth went dry and the rest of my sentence died on my lips. I spun. “H-how do you know my name?”

“They know your name?” Brent shoved his phone into his pocket, and jumped to his feet, instantly on guard.

I was afraid to take my eyes off the ghost who’d spoken, but the other two drew nearer. My eyes darted between the three of them trying to decide which was the biggest threat. My hand slid into my pocket fumbling for the herb concoction my grandmother had taught me to make. The one that would make the ghosts vanish.

“Jamie Crosby says, ‘Hi,’” one of the ghosts said in a hollow voice.

My eyes widened. “C-Crosby?”

“Crosby?” Brent’s weather ability kicked in with his adrenaline and the wind picked up, ready to follow his instructions.

Brent astral projected so he could see the ghosts surrounding me. Time stopped, and the world became a perfect, three-dimensional still life. The neighbors froze in their houses and yards around us. If not for the daily ‘time slip’ capsule, I would have frozen too.

Without warning, all three ghosts lunged. Waker or not, few people would’ve felt so much as a chill as the ghosts passed through them. Not me. Returneds have a strong connection to the afterlife. Spirits could touch me. And hurt me.

Two of the ghosts grabbed my arms and the other wrapped his hands around my legs. They all pulled in opposite direction and it felt like they were trying to rip the limbs from my body. My head fell back and a scream tore from my throat.

I flailed my legs, managing to break one free. With a swift kick I struck one in the stomach and sent him staggering backwards. My feet hit the ground. The one I kicked snarled as he leapt, tackling me. I fell from the grasp of the other two and landed under him with a breath-stealing thud.

Lights flashed inside my eyes as my head bounced on the unforgiving ground. All three dove at me. One grabbed my shoulders, the other my legs, and the third pinned my arms with his knees, his hands clenched around my neck. Their spectral fingers sunk past my bones and tissue until their souls touched my own. They seared into me, burning like fire, and yanked at my spirit, making my soul rattle against its physical shell.

I tried to scream, but the spirit’s fingers tightened on my throat. They were trying to pull my soul out of my body, but it was held in place by the Pankurem in the pendant I wore and in the bracelets locked around my wrists. Try as they might, they couldn’t rip me from my flesh.

Though the Pankurem would keep my body from being taken over by a different spirit, it didn’t protect me completely. They might not be able to rip out my soul, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t kill me.

I bucked, trying to unseat the one that straddled my chest. He didn’t budge. My lungs burned and my panic rose, my pulse spiking. Dimly I heard Brent, felt his wind swirling around me, trying to push the ghosts back, but they clung to me too tightly.

I had to do something. My mind raced through Vovó’s teaching, through my training, my skills. Even with my hands pressed into the earth, I couldn’t feel the connection, and tears streamed down my face. Tears.

Water.

The air was heavy with humidity and I drew it out of the air, forming it into droplets that deluged upon us in cascading sheets of rain. I sharpened the water into powerful jets directed at my three captors, but it simply flew through them. They tightened their grip on my soul and shook with more force. Black and white dots exploded in front of my eyes and my chest rasped.

Brent focused the wind, sending a blast of air ripping through them, almost lifting them off the ground. None of them even glanced at him; they were singly focused on me.

“The powder, Yara! Stop the rain!” Brent shouted.

I reeled in my panic enough to stop the downpour. My lungs were going to burst; my vision started to blur. Brent sent a cloud of the herbal mix into the air where the spirit strangling me sat. The spirit cringed and screamed before he rippled and vanished.

Oxygen flooded my lungs and I greedily breathed it in. My hands fumbled inside my pocket and grabbed fistfuls of the powder. It clung to my wet palms. With my herb-covered hands, I grabbed at the wrists of the ghost holding my shoulders. The spirit howled in pain as the mixture made contact and reeled away from me, flickering out of sight, still wailing in agony.

My pulse throbbed in my head and I still panted for air as I shoved my hands into my pockets and grabbed more of the powder to toss at the ghost at my feet. Before it left my hands, he was lifted into the air, roaring when he lost his grip on me. I blinked as I sat up, trying to understand what had happened.

Another spirit held the third ghost, shaking him and snarling. The new arrival did something with his hands and the third attacker disappeared, leaving the park eerily silent. The only sound came from me, gasping to breathe. My hands still clutched the herbs, ready to throw the concoction at the new spirit, but when he turned to face me, I recognized him.

My jaw dropped and the fistfuls of powder fell through my limp fingers, spilling onto the grass.

“Hello, Cupcake,” he greeted.

“DJ?” My throat burned and my voice croaked. I rubbed my eyes, double-checking my vision. He stood above me with an expression I couldn’t read. Like Brent, DJ could astral project, but I didn’t think he was strong enough to leave his body a continent away. I didn’t think anyone could do that. His body must be close. But why would he come to Brazil?

My shoulders tensed. Was Crosby in Brazil? Had DJ followed him here to protect me?

Brent spun around. “DJ? Talk about good timing. What’s up, man?”

“Is Crosby here?” I asked in halting words.

“No, he isn’t.” The tension in my upper body eased, but I didn’t like the look on his face. “That isn’t why I came. Did you get my letter?”

I nodded and dusted the powder from my hands. Something about him was different but I couldn’t understand what. My hand went to my throat and I winced. I was sure a bruise was already blooming there, and on my shoulders and ankles, too.

“Yeah, I got it.” I knew from experience how trite my words were going to sound, but I needed to say them anyway. “I’m sorry about Amy.”

The corners of his mouth tightened.

“I did it.” He tucked his thumbs into the pocket of his jeans and looked away. “I went after Crosby.”

I studied DJ again and the pieces started to click into place. My hand covered my mouth to force back the sob I could feel gathering. I knew what was coming. I silently pleaded to be wrong.

“No,” I quietly begged.

Let him be projecting. Please let him be projecting.

“Yes.” DJ stared into my eyes like he could hear my thoughts and smiled sadly. “I’m dead, Yara.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

“No!” I gasped, staring at my childhood friend.

“You’re dead?” Brent repeated.

“You’ve always had a morbid sense of humor. Please tell me this is a sick joke,” I begged.

I burrowed my fingers into the grass and let the blades sting my palms. My eyes skirted around the garden that had been a happy place moments before. It looked the same, but now it would be forever tied in my mind to DJ and his death.

Brent helped me to my feet. I didn’t know if the tremors running through me were from the physical strain of the attack or DJ’s announcement, but I clung to Brent to stay upright.

“I wish I were.” DJ drummed his fingers against his thigh like he used to in high school. The familiar habit made my heart even heavier.

He still seemed so alive. Wheat colored hair still hung in his eyes and freckles still dotted his nose but he’d filled out since graduation and the blonde scruff on his face made him seem older. His emerald green eyes now held a sad wisdom that hadn’t been there before.

“At least I went out fighting for a cause I believed in.”

The word came out like a croak, but I managed to ask, “Murdered?”

DJ nodded.

“Crosby?” Brent asked, sliding his arm around my waist.

“Yep.” DJ stuck his hands in his back pockets.

Brent pulled me even closer. “Did Crosby send those ghosts?”

Ghosts didn’t simply attack because some random person wanted them to, but somehow these had. I shivered.

“Yeah, he did.” The rasp in my abused throat made my words barely intelligible. “I think he sent them to kill me.”

Brent tightened his arms around me. DJ’s lips pressed into a hard line.

This one act of violence had not only left me bruised and beaten, but had shattered the safe cocoon of Brazil. Crosby knew exactly where I was and how to get to me. Even worse, since I was a Returned, he knew a ghost could kill me, a murder that would never be traced back to him.

The one thing I’d been born to do, to help spirits, had been used as a weapon by my enemy.

I went numb. I couldn’t even fathom what exactly this could mean.

Instead of thinking about that, I turned to the mundane. “Thank you for coming to help, DJ.”

“Uh, yeah. How did you get here, man?” Brent’s eyebrows pulled together as he looked between DJ and me. “I’ve never heard of ghosts traveling to different continents after they . . . you know . . . ”

“Die?” DJ smirked. “We usually can’t. But I had something on me that belonged to Yara when I died. I got the idea from Sophia. But I didn’t have access to your hair.”

My hand involuntarily touched the spot on my head where Sophia had ripped free a handful of hair, tying herself to me.

“I improvised.” He held up his wrist, displaying a faded and frayed friendship bracelet. One I hadn’t seen since second grade.

“I can’t believe you still have that thing.” My battered throat didn’t let my voice rise above a whisper. “I thought you would have burned it after I gave it back to you.”

Brent chuckled. “He gave you a friendship bracelet?”

DJ fingered the bracelet. “You probably don’t believe me, but you were always important to me. That’s why I gave it to you and why I kept it. I found it in a box of stuff from elementary school. Thought I could use it as a tether in case something happened to me. Figured it couldn’t hurt.”

“I’m glad it did. You came in handy tonight.” Brent scrubbed his free hand up and down his face. “If you had the bracelet with you, it sounds like you were prepared to…”

“I knew it was a real possibility.” DJ folded his arms across his chest. “That’s why I went in with a plan B.”

“If you knew you might die, then you shouldn’t have done it, DJ,” I said.

DJ shrugged.

Brent rubbed my arm. “What I want to know is how the ghosts found Yara. And how you knew they were after her.”

DJ stepped closer, his eyes narrow. “The newspapers said there was a string of break-ins in your parents’ neighborhood, Yara. I managed to get a copy of a few of the police reports from your parents’ house. They said the robber came in through your bedroom window and only took an old jewelry box of yours. That’s what tipped me off.”

The thought of one of Crosby’s lackeys breaking and entering into my parent’s home made me dizzy with worry. They could have been hurt. What was to keep Crosby from doing it again, or worse? Any of my lingering doubts about going back to California instantly vanished. I needed to protect my family.

I leaned heavily against Brent. “My mom mentioned that when she called last week, but my old jewelry box was filled with junk.”

“Junk that could get you killed,” DJ said. “That stuff is how those ghosts tracked you. At least they weren’t able to attach themselves to you like Sophia did.”

“How did you know to check the police reports or even notice the newspaper article in the first place?”

DJ rocked back and forth on his heels a few times. “I was keeping an eye on your parents. After Crosby killed Amy I started worrying about them.”

“You did?” I pressed my hand over my heart. “Thank you so much.”

DJ looked away, his eyes filled with embarrassment. “I can’t stay long. I’ve been trying to find Crosby and figure out his endgame. I’m going to see if I can track those ghosts and gather more intel. I’ll find you again when I know more.”

DJ stepped forward and took my hand with his icy fingers. A brief smile touched his lips. “I can still touch you.”

Brent pulled my hand from DJ’s grasp. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

“Really, man? How can you be jealous of a dead guy?” DJ smirked at Brent, but the expression didn’t last long. In the next instant he stared into my eyes in deadly earnest. “Don’t trust the spirits, Yara. Your family isn’t the only powerful Waker group out there. Just look at what happened tonight.”

My eyebrows pulled together. “What does that mean?”

But DJ was already gone.

“Ugh. It’s senior year all over again. He comes, gives us some cryptic warning, and then disappears. I hate it when he does that,” Brent muttered.

So did I. It would make for a very bad night’s sleep.
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Don’t trust the spirits.

DJ’s warning repeated in my mind the next morning when I arrived at the airport. My lack of sleep added to the tension headache building between my eyes. My first instinct was to avoid any ghosts today, but that only worked in theory. Especially when I had to walk through a major airport.

Airports held a lot of ghosts and this one was no exception. With Vovó and I together the ghosts would be drawn to us like magnets, sensing us in mere seconds. Vovó and I each held green malachite beads in our hands that helped us hide from their senses.

“We both need it today to keep you safe,” she had said when she handed it to me earlier. I never thought I’d see my vovó use anything that would make the spirits keep their distance from her. My thoughts must have shown on my face because she said, “Your safety is more important than any ghost. I’m not sure we would know which spirits meant you harm before it was too late.”

Not a comforting thought.

We sat in a chair waiting for our flight to board. Vovó’s leg bounced up and down. I knew it went against all she stood for to ignore the lost spirits milling around us.

I rolled the bead along my palm. “Think we’ll surprise my parents when we walk in the door tonight?”

Vovó chuckled. “Sim.”

I thought of my parents as we boarded the plane. I couldn’t wait to hug them again. Hoping secrecy would help us slip past Crosby, I hadn’t told them or Cherie about our decision to return to the States. Knowing what he was capable of, we had to be careful to the point of paranoia. Brent worried Crosby might put a watch on our passports. Could he do that? Would he do it? Brent figured if we’d thought about it, then Crosby had probably too. If he had that kind of pull, there wasn’t much we could do to hide on U.S. soil.

I didn’t realize I had fallen asleep until the slight whine of the wheels unfolding during our descent woke me from a deep, peaceful rest. My skin itched, the sensation spreading across my arms, torso and legs before vanishing as I yawned and stretched.

Brent bit his lip to hide a smile.

Self-conscious, I wiped my mouth, checking for drool, but didn’t find any.

“What?”

“I’ve just never seen so much static electricity in someone’s hair.” Brent dug through my purse and held my compact so I could see. Wow. It looked like I’d stuck my finger in a socket. I attempted to smooth it down but it refused to be tamed.

Watching my efforts, Brent chuckled. “Let’s see if we can make it all stand up.” He ran his fingers through my hair, creating more static.

“Stop it.” I pushed his hands away. When our fingers touched, a large spark arced between us.

“Ow!” he said as I said, “Sorry.”

“That hurt.” Brent sucked on his fingers and gave me big puppy dog eyes.

“You deserved it.” After a few more failed attempts to manage my flyaways, I gave up and gathered my hair into a ponytail. I folded my arms across my chest and found the hair on my arm standing on end. Weird.

The sight of the familiar landscape surrounding LAX airport made me smile. After passing through customs, Brent and I waited for our luggage, while Vovó went to call the American Wakers from a pay phone, to let them know we had arrived.

When we exited through the sliding glass doors, I took a deep breath of the relatively dry California air. In the distance, the silhouette of palm trees and the familiar shape of the L.A. skyline brought back a flood of memories. An unexpected twinge of joy licked through me. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it until then.

Standing on the sidewalk, I fingered the scarf I used to hide my bruised neck while I sat on the edge of my suitcase. Brent gave my hand a squeeze and leaned down to kiss my cheek. “It feels good to be back.”

“It seems wrong getting a rental car here, though. My dad should be picking us up.” I grinned remembering the last time I’d been picked up from Brazil. “Or at least you, Cherie, and Steve. That was probably the best taxi service ever.”

Brent raised his eyebrow and smirked. “Couldn’t tell you. I don’t remember much except kissing you.”

Our reminiscences were interrupted by the arrival of the rental car shuttle. The driver helped us with our bags and the three of us climbed inside for the short drive to the rental office. Vovó had us wait outside the building while she picked up our vehicle.

The screech of tires rang in my ears as a bright red convertible slid to a stop in front of us. Vovó grinned at us from behind the wheel. Brent laughed and gave Vovó a thumbs up as he stowed our bags in the trunk and hopped into the backseat behind me. Vovó tore away from the curb and toward the 105 freeway. Brent whistled the ‘Little Old Lady from Pasadena’ in the back seat.

The traffic moved surprisingly well and we pulled in front of the hotel in Corona a few minutes early.

“They meet here?” Brent asked as we all stepped out of the car.

Vovó clicked the key fob and the lights flashed. “Not usually. They wouldn’t want us to know where their meeting place is.”

Brent grinned. “Too bad. I was hoping to see their secret lair.”

“Careful, or you might actually get your wish.” I elbowed him in the gut. “We still don’t know what they want in return for whatever information they have.”

Brent’s laugh died on his lips. “I know.”

Vovó smoothed the loose hairs of her bun back. “They’ve been interested in you for a long time now. I’m surprised it took them this long to make contact.”

“They can’t have you.” I looped my arm through Brent’s. “You’re mine.”

“That’s right.” Brent rubbed the pearl ring I wore on my right hand, his gift to me at prom our senior year. “In the event of a catfight, don’t forget to get a good grip on the other chick’s hair.”

“Only you could manage to make it sound like this meeting might turn into something lewd.”

“Steve could’ve done better.” Brent smiled and raised his eyebrows. “I can really make it lewd if you want. I left out the possibility of mud wrestling or strawberry Jell-O or—”

I laughed and Brent cut off mid-sentence with a grin. His chuckling eased some of the tension visible on his face. We were still smiling when we walked through the glass doors of the lobby and blinked, trying to adjust to the sudden darkness. When the sunspots cleared from my vision I saw a man in an expensive black suit rise from one of the leather armchairs and stride toward us.

“Mrs. Silva, Ms. Silva, Mr. Springsteed. I’m Paul Sommerson. The council is pleased you could make it.” He dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Please follow me.”

My smile fell as we followed our guide. Somehow I ended up in the center of our group. Brent tucked his elbow tight against his body, drawing me even closer. Having him near calmed me even as we walked through a huge set of double doors into a large, noisy conference room. There were at least ten rows of padded chairs with an aisle down the center. After a quick calculation, I realized there were over a hundred chairs in the room. And every one of them one was occupied.

I hesitated for a second. I thought we’d be dealing with around fifteen women, something like my family. Were all of these women Wakers? And what were the men doing here? They couldn’t all be like Brent, could they?

In my peripheral vision I noticed Vovó’s eyes widen. Apparently she hadn’t known how large their group was either. Brent whistled quietly and I had to bite my tongue to keep from murmuring in agreement. We were so in over our heads.

Almost at once the entire room turned to follow us with their eyes, and a hush fell over the group. I dropped my gaze, studying the dark blue and gold carpet, but felt the prickling of eyes watching me and heard my name in the whisperings around us.

“Quiet!” A voice full of authority ordered. The noise ceased.

Paul motioned for us to follow him up the center aisle toward a table covered with a maroon cloth. Behind it sat four women, the youngest of them about my age. I tried to read their expressions as they watched us approach. I felt like a defendant being brought before a judge to hear my verdict. If I had to guess, we’d skipped the trial and had been found guilty.

We stopped behind Paul as he addressed the women.

“Ilma and Yara Silva and Mr. Brent Springsteed.” He gave a formal bow and then took a seat in the front row.

“Pretentious much?” Brent muttered to me.

“More than a little,” I whispered back.

I stared at the women sitting and waited for them to start. The platinum blonde on the far left looked to be in her early thirties. Opposite, on the far right, sat the one who looked to be my age with curly, dark blonde hair. She wiped her hazel, red-rimmed eyes with a tissue as she sniffled softly. The woman sitting next to her ignored her tears. She was probably closer to forty and wore her auburn hair pulled back in a bun.

I caught all this in a glance, but it was the oldest woman at the table, one who looked like she hadn’t smiled in a few decades, who held my attention. She had steel-gray hair that curled to her shoulders. She eyed us all carefully, but spent twice as long studying Brent. The acquisitive look in her eyes scared me, and it took all my self-control to keep from stepping in front of him to hide him from her.

Behind them hung a banner with a four-leaf clover surrounded by sprigs of Pankurem. They had a banner? I didn’t know why, but that made me want to laugh. Did they have a secret handshake, too?

“It seems you’ve kept more secrets than I realized, Kathryn. Are all the females here Wakers?” Vovó asked.

The gray-haired woman ignored my grandmother and stared me down.

“So, you’re the one responsible for so much trouble, abusing your gifts, helping our enemies.” She cast a disapproving glance at Vovó before giving me an especially withering glare. Her unfriendly scowl never ventured toward Brent. “Do you care what chaos your granddaughter’s actions have caused, Ilma?”

Vovó folded her arms and stared up at Kathryn, her expression calm, but her eyes burning. It was a face I’d seen rarely, but I’d learned young not to get in her way when she looked like that. Kathryn apparently hadn’t, or maybe had forgotten. The longer Vovó stood silently under Kathryn’s scrutiny, the more etched the lines around Kathryn’s frown became.

“I asked you a question,” Kathryn snapped.

Vovó tilted her head slightly as though acknowledging the statement, but all she said was, “And I you.”

They stared at each other for a moment, a steely silence enveloping the room. Finally the auburn haired woman cleared her throat. “Ilma.”

Vovó acknowledged her. “Lyn.”

Lyn gave my grandma a weak smile. “They’re not all Wakers. Only about half of them are. The rest are trusted employees.”

Brent’s eyebrows drew together. “They need employees?”

I glanced over my shoulder. Why would they need such a large team of people? Was this supposed to be some kind of scare tactic? Maybe they’d wanted us to believe their group was exponentially larger than ours.

“The trouble you mentioned is from the removal of the barrier, I assume.” Vovó tapped her index fingers against her upper arms. “The barrier would have come down, with or without us, and Yara needed to live. Your seer saw the circumstances and warned my granddaughter, but none of you offered any help. If you’d honestly cared about keeping the barrier in place, you would have done more than stand by and watch as two children faced an organization you haven’t been able to defeat in over half a century.

“Besides, I lowered the barrier.”

I smiled at my grandmother’s words. Speaking of their seer, where was Kalina?

After a quick search, I found her in the second row. Her gray eyes tracked the conversation between Kathryn and Vovó as she twisted a strand of her strawberry blonde hair around her finger. As though she felt my gaze, she met my eyes and pointed toward the front with a swirl of her finger. The message was brief, but it was clear. Turn around and pay attention. I did as instructed.

Kathryn scrunched up her lips even more. “It’s not our responsibility to clean up every mess visiting Wakers make. The abuse of power—”

“Enough. We didn’t create this problem. If anything it was Christopher Pendrell, husband of Sophia, an American Waker.”

Kathryn reeled back. “There would have been no problem if Yara’s great-great grandfather hadn’t brought the Pankurem plant to Pendrell.”

“Christopher Pendrell’s brother would have brought it over some other way,” Vovó said.

Vovó had the right of it but I could tell by the set of Kathryn’s mouth she had another accusation to let loose. We were getting side tracked. History didn’t matter.

I stepped out in front of Vovó and Brent. “We never abused our gifts. I never helped the Clutch, not even after they threatened Brent’s life.”

“And we should simply accept your word for that?”

Elder Waker or not, I wanted to slap the condescending judgment off Kathryn’s face.

“You should.” Brent placed his hands on my shoulders and pulled me against him. “Yara turned them down flat. Twice. I worked with them but she never did.”

Behind us protests and whispers started. I didn’t know if the uproar was because Brent had worked with the Clutch, or our claims that I hadn’t.

“My Waker line has only used our gifts to help the spirits cross over.” Vovó swept her arms wide indicating the whole room. “We haven’t been forcing ghosts to do the work of governments and militaries.”

My jaw almost dropped. They worked for the government? What branch of the military could they possibly work for? What did they do? The whole concept made me feel dirty. I wiped my hand on my jeans and tried not to shudder.

“We have only ever used our talents to stop evil,” Kathryn said.

“Perhaps. But as Matriarca, you are able to command them. How often do they agree to do your bidding and how often do you compel their obedience?”

All four women drew back as if my grandmother had slapped them. Behind us rose a chorus of gasps. The tension in the room rose so fast goose bumps spread across my skin. I’m not sure how long the silence would have gone on if Brent hadn’t broken it.

“You said something in your letter about information. That’s the only reason we’re here. Are you going to get to the point or should we just go now?”

All four sets of eyes darted to him.

The platinum blonde lady beckoned with her hand and Kalina stepped out of the audience to hand her a scroll.

“We have found mentions in our records of two others who have suffered the same condition as you, the residue of a spiritual invasion. They both referred us to this scroll.”

Before we could ask any questions, Kathryn took the scroll and placed it in front of her. “Mr. Springsteed, when you were a boy, you were in a car accident in Europe, were you not?”

Brent wrinkled his forehead. “What?”

Kathryn repeated the question, a triumphant look in her eyes that made my breath catch in my throat.

“Yes,” Brent answered slowly.

“And you had a bad reaction to the blood transfusion they gave you.” A statement, not a question, but she waited until Brent nodded to continue. “And you then underwent experimental gene therapy.”

Brent’s jaw clenched. “What’s your point?”

“Because you are a descendant of the Waker Sophia Pendrell, you were part of an experiment. The blood you were given was donated by a Waker from a separate line.”

“How could you possibly know whose blood he had?” I demanded.

“We know.” Kathryn stared at me as if daring me to interrupt again before she turned back toward Brent.

“There are others like you. Someone was experimenting on boys with Waker heritage, trying to create male Wakers. We believe this is where you get your power, from these experiments to combine two separate Waker lines. The research was done in Europe, but we believe the Clutch was involved. Your ‘accident’ may have been intentional. All of the boys involved also went to Europe with their families that same summer and suffered similar accidents.”

She let this sink in for a moment, but her eyes never left Brent’s face. I wanted to turn, to see what she saw in his expression, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off her.

After a minute, she continued. “Eventually the experiment was terminated; most of their test subjects were dying. At the time they thought they’d failed because none of you could see ghosts and only a handful of the subjects survived. It wasn’t until years later that they discovered they’d created something entirely different. You’re all about the same age, and all of you have developed unusual abilities.”

I didn’t like the path this conversation was taking and I definitely didn’t like the greedy gleam in their eyes as they stared at Brent, like a weapon they could add to their arsenal. “Does this have anything to do with his illness?”

Kathryn’s eyes cut to mine and her lips tightened. “No, but it has everything to do with his abilities.”

“I’d heard rumors of the experiments, but didn’t believe it,” Vovó said, casting Brent a worried look. “However interesting his history, that isn’t why we came today.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself.” I grabbed Brent’s hand and turned to leave the room. Of course they led us here under false pretenses.

“Don’t you want to know why you can do what you can do, Mr. Springsteed? Why you see what you see? Don’t you want to know about the others like you?”

Brent ground to a halt and spun around so fast he jerked me backward a few steps. I didn’t even protest. My mind was already too busy turning over Kathryn’s words. What did she mean by that? What he can see?

Brent dropped my hand and demanded, “How many are there? Where are they? Are they sick too?”

She held up her hand. “We will only answer your questions if you will answer ours. Can you see spirits that have crossed over?”

I started to laugh. Of course Brent couldn’t see ghosts. He would have told me if he could. I expected him to scoff at her but instead he stiffened.

“They’re real?” His voice was so soft I almost believed I had imagined the words, but then he said in a louder voice. “Yes.”

The hushed excitement of conversation told me this was the answer they’d expected.

“You can see ghosts?” I whispered, feeling betrayed.

His guilty expression didn’t lessen my hurt in the slightest. “Yara—”

My mouth tightened and so did my grip on his hand. “Later.”

“Were you afraid you’d been imagining them?” Kathryn now wore a smile. “They’re very real. And that means you have a very special skill. The other boys who had the therapy could see them too. Explain it to him, Rachel.”

The platinum blonde spoke. “We need someone like you, Brent.” She stood up and walked around the table. “If you join us, we will give you access to the scroll. You’ll have the information you need, and in exchange you’ll lend us your talents.”

“Just like that?” Brent raised one eyebrow.

“Just like that.” Her eyes scanned over me, daring me to contradict her. I refused to rise to take the bait.

Rachel crossed her ankles and tapped the scroll against the table. “Do we have a deal?”

Brent’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed. “No.”

The whispers around us stopped, and judging by the expressions on the faces of the four Waker’s at the table, none of them had expected his answer either.

“We’re offering you answers to the condition that’s killing you. How can you walk away from that?”

Brent scoffed. “’Cause I don’t trust you. If you actually cared about whether I live or die, you would’ve sent me that scroll as soon as you found it.” He rocked on his heels and glared down each woman at the table. “You didn’t. You held onto it, waiting to see how things would play out. Now, you’ve run into something you can’t handle and you want someone else to step in and clean up your mess.”

He paused and watched the council. “Sound about right?”

Kathryn’s gaze hardened.

Brent smirked and kept talking. “You want something from me. From us. I’m guessing you don’t think I’ll survive it. Then you’ll never have to give me a thing.”

The girl on the right let out a heart-wrenching sob and Brent watched her for a second before looking back at Kathryn. But it wasn’t Kathryn who spoke; it was Lyn.

“Yes, we want something from you. We want you to take down Crosby. Considering your past with him we thought you’d be open to the idea.”

“And you care about what happens to Crosby why?” I asked.

Lyn stood. “If he goes on unchecked he will upset the balance of the spirit world. His actions already have.”

“He isn’t a Waker. How could he have upset the spirit world?” Vovó asked.

Rachel leaned forward. “When the barrier around Pendrell came down, over sixty years of negative spirit energy that had been contained exploded. Its release damaged the wall between the spirit world and ours.”

Vovó took my hand in hers and squeezed, but I wasn’t sure I understood. “Can you explain it better than that?”

Lyn circled behind her chair, gripping the headrest. “Imagine a physical wall separating the two worlds. When the barrier fell it was like an earthquake rocking the ground beneath it. The epicenter was here in Corona, but aftershocks have spread and now ripple through the world. The worst damage is here, though. There are large holes in the wall, making it less stable, flimsier.”

“What does that mean?” I said placing an arm around a visibly shaken Vovó.

“We’ve lost Wakers who were helping spirits cross,” Kathryn said. Judging by her accusatory tone she fully blamed us for this problem.

“Lost them how?” Brent asked, his voice shaky.

Rachel tapped the scroll against her leg. “Their spirits got sucked into the light with the ghost they were helping. It’s happened twice.”

Vovó gasped and I turned to face her. “Can that happen?”

She nodded and ran a worried hand over her face. “There have been stories of such things happening, but I never imagined I’d live to see it.”

I’d never considered the possibility of being sucked into the light while aiding a ghost. Without our help, the lost spirits might never find peace, but would any Waker be willing to take that risk? To guide spirits over if it might endanger their own life?

My face must have reflected my emotions because the hardness in Rachel’s eyes softened. “Can you imagine being followed by desperate ghosts you can’t help? You know how angry they can become if you don’t guide them.”

I felt my face blanch. Brent cast me a worried glance.

“It’s only happened twice though?” I asked, trying to find some measure of hope in all of this.

“Yes, but we’ve all felt the pull when we’ve been doing our Waker duties,” Lyn said. “There’s a feeling of bugs crawling over your skin and there’s more static electricity as well.”

I thought of the way my skin had been itching a few times over the last few days and the weird static in my hair on the plane. “I’ve felt that.”

“Nonsense,” Kathryn said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “It hasn’t spread as far as Brazil. We’ve been monitoring the progress.”

“If you’ve felt it when a ghost walked into the light in Brazil, then it’s more wide spread than we feared,” Rachel said, grasping the scroll tighter.

“I noticed it when I was speaking with a ghost. The light hadn’t come yet, but I felt it. And today on the plane—”

“Impossible,” Kathryn interrupted. “It has only been felt when the light is present.”

“But I—”

“You’ve felt nothing.” Her eyes blazed and her voice snapped. “No one could feel it without the light being present.” She slapped her hand against the table like a judge with a gavel, declaring a verdict. “No one.”

I ground my teeth. She could say what she liked but I knew better. I’m not sure how I knew but I did. I’d felt the magnetic pull of the thinning veil without the light. Why couldn’t they?

“That is why we want help with Crosby,” Rachel said. “If he continues, it will get worse.”

“How are you sure that stopping him will fix things?” I asked.

“My daughter Kalina saw it in a vision. Unchecked, it will become an even greater problem. Hundreds of Wakers will die.”

That announcement surprised me. Rachel was Kalina’s mom? When I really looked at her I could see something similar in the shape of her eyes and tilt of her nose. I had my own experience with Kalina’s vision. She’d been scarily accurate.

“Kalina said if we stop Crosby the spirit world will be back in balance?” I asked.

“Yes,” Rachel said.

I spun around and found Kalina in the audience. She glanced at the council before she spoke.

“You don’t want to know what will happen if no one stops him,” Kalina said. The sincerity in her voice and the drawn expression in her eyes convinced me. Frowning, I turned back toward the front of the room.

“Have you used your compelled spirits to spy on him?” Vovó asked, her disapproval dripping from her words.

“Of course,” Kathryn said.

Vovó glanced at me then back at the Waker council. “And what happened to these spirit slaves?”

The thought of slave spirits made me shudder. It went against every lesson Vovó had taught me.

“None of them returned,” Kathryn grudgingly admitted. “He’s also begun threatening some of our council members. Which is why we’ve come to you for help.”

“And if Brent helps you do this, you’ll let him see the scroll?” Vovó asked.

“But why do you need Brent to help with Crosby?” I spread my arms wide to point out the whole room. “You have more manpower than we do. And military contacts.”

“None of our resources have worked.” Rachel sighed and her shoulders slumped. “He’s too well guarded, too strong. We can’t even get close. That’s why we need Brent.”

“And if he helps you do this, then you’ll give him the scroll?” Vovó asked.

Kathryn nodded. “Once you’ve done that, we’ll let you use the scroll.”

“That.” Brent’s voice rang through the room, deeper and stronger than I’d ever heard it. “That is exactly why I won’t work with you.”

Kathryn opened her mouth, but Brent cut her off before she could say a word.

“You expect me to trust you when you haven’t done a trustworthy thing in the entire time we’ve known you. If I’m going to work with Wakers, it’s going to be the ones who actually care if I survive the fight.” Brent glanced at Vovó and me before nodding. “I have my own reasons for wanting Crosby out of power. If you’re gonna help us, fine, but I’m not doing it for you. I trust you about as much as I trust the Clutch.”

Kathryn’s eyes narrowed but managed a brittle smile. “I don’t care what your reasons are, so long as you provide results.”

The scroll might have been the bait that had lured us out to talk, but it had been the revelation about the thinning barrier between the worlds and the dangers to Wakers that had convinced us. Plus, they were right. Crosby needed to be stopped.

I still didn’t trust any of the women seated before us. Kathryn might give us the scroll or she might not. Even if she did, there was no guarantee it contained information that would help us secure the cure for Brent. But it might not even matter. We still had to stop an enemy who’d escaped three years ago. I didn’t know how we could stop Crosby. I didn’t even know how we could find him, but I knew one thing for certain: we had to try. Brent’s life depended on it.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

The drive back to my parents’ house passed by in a blur and not simply because Vovó greatly exceeded the speed limit. Kathryn’s announcement about Brent seeing spirits still stunned me.

My mind kept replaying that moment over and over. Not the demands, the accusations, and the blame—not even the mysterious scroll they used to bait us. I fixated on Brent’s new ability to see ghosts, and that he’d kept it from me. Anger and hurt warred in my chest, making it seem like my lungs didn’t have enough room to expand.

My thoughts were still focused on Brent’s omission when we pulled into my parent’s driveway. The porch lights were on and the house I’d grown up in looked exactly as I remembered it: tan stucco with gray siding. The windows were framed with blue shutters, and the porch encircled with a white railing that looked freshly painted. It brought back a slew of happy memories that helped ease some of my stress.

Despite my excitement to see my parents, I stayed in the car as Vovó went inside to surprise them. Brent started to get out of the car, but after one look at me, sat back with a sigh.

I turned in the seat until I faced him. It was dark outside, but the streetlight cast enough light for me to see his face. With a guarded expression, he met my eyes, waiting for the inquisition.

“You never thought to mention you could see spirits?” I tried to keep the anger out of my words, to make my tone neutral, but I failed miserably.

Brent slumped back against the seat, but his jaw clenched. “Are you really going to turn this around on me and make me look like the bad guy?”

Indignation flared through me and I leaned forward. “I’m in the wrong here?”

“That’s not what I meant.“ He crossed his arms over his chest and stared out the window.

“I’m trying not to be angry, but Brent . . . I thought we were a team. I thought we were in this together.” I rested my temple against the soft leather seat and stared out into the night. My parents’ neighbors were out; a few were shooting hoops in their driveway, kids rode by on their scooters. All of their lives appeared so easy, so normal. I envied them. I took several deep breaths. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I thought I was dying!”

Whatever anger I had accumulated vanished in an instant. I reached out and took Brent’s hand in mine, searching his eyes, trying to understand. His gaze skittered away from mine.

“Why would you think seeing a ghost means you’re dying? I see them all the time and I’m not dying.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs and rubbing his thumb across the back of my hand. “Yeah, but I see different ones than you do. You haven’t noticed the ones visiting me.”

I watched the swirl of his thumb on my hand while I considered his sentence. “What ones have you seen?”

“The ones I see have already crossed over.” He licked his lips and his nostrils flared as if preparing himself for his next confession. “I think they’re trying to get me to go with them into the light.”

It felt like a bolt of lightning had struck me, making my heart skip a beat. Silence fell around us, not the usual comfortable kind, but one filled with worry.

My gut twisted and I cleared my throat. “You’ve been seeing the light?”

Brent shook his head.

“Well, that’s good. I think. How long has this been going on?”

Brent still wouldn’t look at me. “Since we fought Crosby.”

“Three years?” His answer floored me. I took a deep breath, but it didn’t calm me. I shifted so I was on my knees and leaning between the seats. Brent pressed himself against the back seat. “You’ve been hiding this for three years?”

Brent brought his finger to his mouth and gnawed on his nail, pointedly studying the window. “Not exactly.”

“Then tell me how it is, exactly.” The level of frost in my voice could have frozen an inferno.

Brent pursed his lips. “For the first couple of years I thought it was my vision. They were just splashes of bright light that came and went. You remember how I kept thinking I needed glasses?”

I nodded. “But they always said your vision was perfect.”

The corner of Brent’s mouth lifted up. “Like the rest of me.”

I closed my eyes, my chest tightening.

“Until about a month ago, I thought the optometrist was wrong. I couldn’t figure out what those spots could be. But then the lights turned into spirits, really bright ones, almost painful to look at.” Brent ran his fingers through his hair. “I always checked to see if you were seeing them too but you never did. I didn’t know what was going on.”

While my fingers traced along the thick stitching on the headrest I considered what he’d said. How would I have reacted if I suddenly started seeing ghosts Vovó couldn’t? It would have freaked me out and spirits were part of my every day life. They weren’t part of Brent’s.

“That must have been really scary.”

Brent nodded his agreement. “It about gives me a heart attack every time. I didn’t know if I was minutes away from death or going crazy.”

I reached out and touched the dark circles under his eyes. “Is that why you haven’t been sleeping?”

He caught my hand and pressed it into his cheek. “Yes.”

I stroked his cheekbones, my anger had eased but the hurt remained, and the confusion. “You thought you were dying, and instead of asking me—the expert on weird afterlife phenomenon—for help, you hid it? I thought that after what happened senior year, we weren’t going to keep secrets.”

“I know.” He let out a sigh that sounded soul deep. “But I was trying to figure out what was happening. Everything about the spirits I saw was different than what you described.”

“You had Vovó at your fingertips, Brent. She’s a fountain of information.”

Brent’s eyes dropped. “I talked to her about it.”

I snatched my hand back “What?”

“I told her what was happening, that I could see spirits, but I couldn’t hear them.” He bit his nail and looked away. “I keep seeing my brother beckoning me to follow him. I thought he was some sort of . . . angel of death.”

Betrayal, hard and ice-cold, sprouted in my chest. “You confided in Vovó and neither of you said one word to me?”

Brent held up his hands as if to shield himself from my angry words. “I didn’t want to worry you. You were busy with school, with your training.”

“That excuse stopped being valid a month ago. What about since then?”

“Yara, you never wanted to talk about my being sick. You always have this optimism about everything. I just . . . I didn’t want to be the one to snatch it away.”

His answer was like an arrow straight to the heart. I had only ever wanted to talk about his illness in positive terms, encouragement that we’d find a way to cure him, but he knew this was different. This wasn’t a fear or a doubt; this was a new symptom. A really bad one.

“Brent, I wanted to keep things positive, but you had to know I would’ve wanted you to tell me about this. This is big.” He only met my eyes for a second and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hug him or hit him.

“We weren’t trying to lie to you,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “We just decided not to tell you until we knew what was happening. I thought it might be another symptom of Thomas’ hordes of stolen souls. Vovó agreed and thought I might need more of the medicine and we upped my dosage again, but now… now, I know it has nothing to do with Thomas and everything to do with the fact that I’m apparently someone’s genetic experiment.” He let out an unhappy snort of laughter. “So I’m normal, I guess . . .”

“But—”

He shook his head, his eyes pleading with me to stop. “I know you’re mad at me. I get it. I do. And I’m sorry. But I’m kinda still reeling. Can we have this fight later? Please?”

“Fine.” I turned to open my car door. He gently grabbed my arm.

“I’m not shutting you out. I just need—”

“You’re keeping secrets from me, Brent. Again. Big, important secrets.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Sure,” I scoffed with a shake of my head. “You said that last time.” I hesitated before getting out of the car. “Will you promise to tell me if any other symptoms appear?”

He didn’t answer.

I fought back tears while hurt, betrayal, and fear swirled inside me. “Well, thanks for not lying to me this time. I guess that’s an improvement at least.”

I didn’t wait for him to get out of the car before I slammed the door.

 

[image: Image]

 

The strain of my smile relaxed a little when I let myself into my childhood home and breathed in its familiar vanilla scent. I noticed small changes right away. The white tile had been removed and the floors were now a hard wood laminate. A new lamp graced the black entryway table and a dark leather sectional had replaced our old comfy green one. A seascape hung where an old copy of a Monet had been for years. A pang of wistfulness pulsed through me. Life had gone on without me.

“There she is!” My dad said, swinging in to give me a hug. His hazel eyes reflected his joy. He arched back and examined me. “Didn’t they feed you in Brazil? You’re too thin.”

“You always say that.” I gave him the once over. He’d thinned down a bit and had more gray strands in his dark hair than the last time I’d seen him. I patted his taut belly. “Looks like you’ve lost some weight yourself.”

He pulled me in for another hug, before releasing me and peering over my shoulder. “Where’s Brent?”

“He’ll be right in.”

“How’s he doing?” My dad asked in a gentle voice. “Any success in duplicating his meds?”

“No, but we have a new lead. That’s why we’re here.”

“I’m glad it brought you home. I wish you were here under happier circumstances, but it’s good to see you.”

My smile was real when I hugged him back. “Me too.”

“Yara.” I spun towards the sound of my mom’s voice. Her blue eyes brimmed with happiness. Other than her blonde hair now cut so it rested just above her shoulders, she looked exactly the same. “You’re home.”

She opened her arms and I rushed into them. She’d always been a fierce hugger and could have given the world’s strongest man a run for his money if hugging were a recognized event.

The front door opened and Brent walked in. My parents turned their greetings and affections to him. After more tight hugs and a few extra tears, my mom whipped up a fantastic dinner. Vovó caught my parents up with all of the news from Brazil and my parents filled us in on what we’d missed in Corona. They hadn’t pressed us on why we’d dropped in unannounced. I figured they were waiting for us to bring that up.

After finishing dinner, Brent wandered to our picture wall and stared at the unframed photographs that formed an informal wallpaper. He studied them with surprising intensity, but I could guess why. His family didn’t have the strong bonds mine did.

Guilt welled in me as I considered Brent, studying the images as if wondering what it’d be like to not go through things alone. During dinner I realized I’d overreacted. I couldn’t apologize because I still thought I was right, but I also knew he was doing it to spare me. I walked up behind him, slid my hands around his waist, and rested my head between his shoulder blades.

“I know you were dealing with things the best you could. I’m glad you talked to Vovó. I’m just scared and hurt. Fear can turn to anger pretty quick.”

He leaned back against me. “I know, and I’m sorry.” I stood on my tiptoes so I could kiss his cheek. I knew he meant it, but I also knew he would make the same choice if put in the situation again.

Brent touched his finger to the wall, tracing my face in a few pictures. My parents had added new ones, some of my sister Melanie at work, a few from graduation, and some that Brent and I had emailed from Brazil.

“Your family looks so happy.” He pointed to a picture of my family that had been taken a week before my brother Kevin died in a car crash.

“We were.”

“He looks a lot like you.”

I smiled. “Everyone says that.” We both shared my father’s hazel eyes and dark coloring.

“I—” Brent started to say something, but his mouth snapped shut when we heard someone else come into the room.

“Your mom has gone upstairs.” My dad settled himself into the chair at the head of the table. “Now would be a great time for you to tell me why you’re really here.”

Vovó followed him into the room and told him of our last few days in Brazil.

“What did the American Wakers want?” my dad asked.

Brent glanced over his shoulder and I released him so we could move back to the kitchen table. “Basically? They want me to handle Crosby for them.”

My dad, always obsessed with Waker business, raised his eyebrow at Brent. “You could do that?”

Brent made a so-so hand movement with his hand and then twirled his fingers. A rush of gust of wind picked a napkin up off the table and deposited it in my dad’s lap. The rest of the room didn’t stir at all.

Dad grinned. “Impressive.”

I sank into the chair next to Brent. “We’d be lucky if they just wanted that. You should have seen them; they eyed Brent like a lab experiment.”

My dad folded his hands across his stomach. “Really?”

Brent explained to my dad about the rest of the meeting with the American Wakers. While they talked, I let my eyes wander around the kitchen. My parents had repainted the tan walls white and replaced the dark granite countertop with a lighter slab, but it felt the same; safe and filled with love. My fingers traced the old wooden table, pock marked from use.

The conversation stopped and I made myself pay attention.

Dad rested his chin on his chest for a moment before glancing at Vovó. “I can see why you’ve always tried to avoid the council before.”

“Me too,” I said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they were trying to start a whole new race of male Wakers or whatever they would call them.” I didn’t bother to hide my shudder. “Or maybe cut Brent open and see what makes him tick.”

My father ruffled my hair. “Don’t be so dramatic, Queridinha.”

“She may be right.” Vovó twisted her locket’s chain around her fingers. “After all, they invited him to join them.”

I winced. Vovó giving credence to my worries only made them grow.

She patted my hand. “I wish I could ease your mind, but that wouldn’t solve the problem. We need to look at this with a clear head and be very honest in what we find.”

Vovó took off her glasses and wiped them against her shirt. “Can you remember anything from your first meeting with Kalina that might be helpful?”

I thought back to prom and my breath hitched. “The first time I met Kalina she mentioned Brent.” I turned toward Brent. “They must have been watching you for years.”

“Come on. You’re both freaking out over nothing.” Brent put his hand on my knee under the table. “Things like that don’t happen outside of science fiction movies, right?”

To most people in the world that would be true, but in this house his argument didn’t hold water. Three of the people in this room could see spirits, Brent could control the elements, Vovó had earth magic, and I could manipulate water. All of those things sounded like something straight out of a science fiction movie, but they were all true. Was a group of power hungry, gun-for-hire Wakers wanting to experiment on Brent any more of a stretch? I shivered at the obvious answer.

No, it wasn’t.

My dad cleared his throat. “You said there were four Matriarca Wakers there tonight? I always thought you said Kathryn was their leader.”

Vovó slipped her glass back on. “Kathryn is the direct descendent of one of the three original Wakers. She can trace her lineage back through the Azevedo family. The three others are the leaders of their own lines, but they are branches off the original one. Since Kathryn’s is most direct, she is the Matriarca over all of them, every Azevedo family.”

“But we have lots of different families in Brazil,” I said. “We don’t have anything like that there.”

My dad chuckled. “No? The Sousa line, your grandma’s maiden name, is one of the originals. Haven’t you noticed how most Wakers in Brazil seek your grandma’s help? They are all offshoots from the Sousa family. Most of the Wakers in Brazil are, except for those from the Dias line, like my dad’s side of the family. His mom was a Dias and they have their own grand-dame of Matriarcas. My grandma was their head Matriarca before she died.”

It was odd to think that my Grandpa Silva had been raised by a Waker and had also married one. He’d been well trained for a life full of spirits. My dad had been raised on Waker stories from his mom and his grandma. But he’d married a woman without any Waker abilities.

“So, you’re the Kathryn for Brazil?” Brent asked.

Vovó frowned. “She is too greedy to deserve her position. I lead over the Sousa line, but not the Dias.”

Brent whistled. “Still, you’re the head honcho of not just your immediate family but all of the distant relatives. It’s pretty impressive. And with Yara’s great-grandma being from the other line . . . she has some powerful genes.”

Yeah, but what I needed was the ability, not just the potential.

My mom came down then and ended any further conversation. In theory, she supported my Waker heritage, but the reality of it scared her. She’d been supportive of my time in Brazil so I could learn to defend myself, but my drowning and Sophia’s attacks had left her understandably nervous. She’d already lost one child. Dad would tell her about the new threats in his own gentle way later.

For the rest of the evening, we carefully avoided the subject of Crosby, as well as the American Wakers—or council, as my dad dubbed them—but the mounting list of problems and enemies kept me from truly enjoying the evening with my parents.

After helping my mom with the dishes, I looked for Brent and found him studying the sword collection my dad kept in a series of locked glass display cabinets. They were beautiful and dangerous. My favorite was a samurai-style Katana sword, but my dad’s was the plastic light saber my brother Kevin had given him.

“He’s added a few new ones,” Brent said.

“Yeah. Melanie started dating someone new.”

Brent smirked at me. “Glad it’s not me this time.”

I bit back a smile. “Well, it could be if you don’t behave yourself.”

Brent’s hands circled my waist and drew me close to him. His lips brushed against mine. Once. Twice. The third time they lingered and the kiss changed. My lips parted and—

“Have you seen the key to my sword cabinet?” my dad asked loudly from the doorway.

Brent sprang away from me, his face flushed, and his eyes unfocused. “No need for that, Leonardo.”

“That little display would suggest you need a reminder.” My dad gave Brent a level stare. “I trust things like that did not happen while in Brazil.”

Brent managed to blanch and blush at the same time. “O-o-of course not.”

My dad’s eyes narrowed.

I decided I needed to jump into the fray. “Dad, I’m not in high school anymore.”

He turned his eyes on me. “Graduation did not change the rules. He will continue to treat you with the proper respect or I will make good on my threat.”

Brent gulped and my dad laughed.

When it was time to go to bed, my mother insisted Brent spend the night with us instead of driving to his mom’s house.

“I’m just afraid your jet lag will catch up to you on the road and you’ll fall asleep at the wheel,” she said.

“You can take Melanie’s old room,” my dad told him. The room in the house that was furthest from my own. Brent and I shared an amused smile before he followed my mom down the hall.

I walked into my own room and absorbed the memories that washed over me. It had been cleaned since I’d moved to Brazil, but everything else was the same. A thick blue and green comforter covered my twin bed. Sky blue walls and white furniture were saved from being drab by the splashes of green and dark blue of my bedding and knickknacks. A few posters of my favorite musicians lined the back of my closet door. This room didn’t quite belong to me anymore, but to the teenager I’d once been.

I hadn’t stayed here consistently since my junior year of high school, before I enrolled at Pendrell. Back then my biggest worry had been the possibility of my Waker genes developing. Strange. Now, I couldn’t imagine my life without being a Waker anymore, and didn’t want to. It was a part of me now, an intrinsic part.

As I changed into my pajamas and lay down in my old bed, I tried reconciling what I knew about the American council with what Vovó had taught me about being a Waker. The rules they followed seemed so different from the ones my family adhered to. The thought of using ghosts as slave labor left a sour taste in my mouth. They might not have bodies anymore but each spectral being had value. They’d been alive once with their own dreams and families and people they loved. How could someone justify using them by force? And how did any part of being a Waker involve working for the government?

With morals as corrupt as that, it wouldn’t surprise me if the scroll they tempted Brent with contained nothing more than random herbal recipes or their shopping list. It seemed way too convenient that they had managed to find it when all of Vovó’s searching had turned up nothing.

The council seemed to know a lot about Brent’s abilities, but that didn’t mean they knew anything about curing his illness. Like Brent had said, I trusted them about as much as I trusted the Clutch.

No matter how uneasy I felt about the council, I couldn’t regret agreeing to help Brent take down Crosby. I’d already planned on it after DJ’s appearance. I wanted justice for all those Crosby had hurt. He would pay for what he’d done to Brent, to me, to Amy, to DJ, and probably to others I’d never met and who’s names I’d never know. Crosby had to be stopped. Before he killed anyone else.

Somehow it didn’t surprise me that DJ chose that moment to appear, sitting in the chair near my bed.

“Hey, Cupcake.”

I gave him a sad smile and sat up, trying hard not to cry. I had a lot of questions for him, but the one I asked first was, “How did you die? Did you suffer?”

He shrugged. “Dunno. It’s all fuzzy. I just remember seeing Crosby.”

“Do you know where you’re buried?”

“No. I know there hasn’t been a funeral, though. My dad doesn’t even know I’m dead yet.”

I cringed at the emotionless, straightforward way he talked about his own death. Like it didn’t matter. “Why are you still here? Didn’t you see the light?” I pulled my pillow onto my lap. “I would’ve thought you wanted to see your mom and Amy.”

He scoffed. “Oh, I saw it. And then I ran as hard as I could the other direction.”

“Why?” His answer surprised me. I knew how much he loved his sister and mom.

“I’d just been murdered, Yara.” His eyebrows raised and pulled together as though he couldn’t understand why I didn’t get it. “My sister had just been murdered. I want revenge. Or at least justice. Preferably revenge.”

I frowned. “Revenge is not a reason to stay out of the light DJ. It’s the worst reason to avoid it.”

DJ gave me a level stare.

How did he not understand this? “You need to cross over. Don’t you remember what happened to Sophia? Sticking around after your death will just warp you into something inhuman.”

“Okay.”

I threw my hands up in frustration but then clasped them together. “I know what I’m talking about. Please listen to me.”

“I hear you.” He jumped to his feet. “But I can’t leave it like this. I wouldn’t be able to settle there knowing I left such a mess behind me.”

“You don’t know that. Maybe all this anger and rage will be taken away. Maybe you’ll find peace in the light and none of this will matter.”

DJ hung his head. “How could this possibly not matter? It should always matter.”

Despite knowing it would probably hurt, I reached out and placed my hand over his. The icy feel of his spirit burned my skin and I concentrated very hard to keep from wincing. He finally smiled at me. “I miss being touched. One of those things you don’t think matters until it’s gone.”

The loneliness of his words made me want to hug him and so I did. The quick contact made me shiver. When I pulled back I looked into his green eyes. “Move on, DJ. We’ll get him. He’s got a lot to pay for and we won’t let him get away.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. But you need me. He’s after you and Brent. You guys know the truth about him and you know about the journals. He won’t stop until you’re dead and you’d be stupid not to accept any help you can get. Even the dead kind.”

“The journals.” I sat up straight and pulled my throw-blanket around me to ward off the chill still coursing through me from touching DJ. “Do you know what’s in them?”

DJ shook his head. “I never got a chance to read them.”

“Any guess?”

“Not a clue.” The corners of his mouth drooped and his green eyes lost some of their fiery determination. He sighed and sat back down. “Please be careful.”

“I will.” I took a deep breath, working up the courage to ask him my next question. “How did Amy die?”

“The police said it was a random carjacking. I might have believed it if I hadn’t seen the Clutch’s ring they left on Amy’s finger as a message to me. I tried to talk to the police. That Roberts guy who worked with you senior year seemed to believe me, but he never got back to me.”

He drummed his fingers against his leg. “Crosby wanted to punish me, to warn me off. He knew I was the one who sent the cops the flash drive with the info that put the rest of the Clutch in prison. I think he suspected I’d been stalking his campaign trail and making it… well, more eventful than he wanted. He tried to scare me off, but obviously he doesn’t know me very well.”

“Yeah, but you died.”

He shook his head, but he looked a little guilty. “If I wasn’t dead, I wouldn’t have known he was after you guys again.”

“DJ—”

“I’m not saying I like it. Dying wasn’t exactly in my game plan, but I might be better off.”

“You aren’t better off dead,” I snapped. “Don’t ever say that. Crosby wasn’t worth your life.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” DJ shoved his hands in pockets. “You really think his plans stop at being a senator? We may not know what’s in the journals but we do know he’s willing to kill to protect them. I can go places you can’t. And I’m willing to do things you’re not.”

Like always, he vanished before I could press him for more information. I was left to toss and turn for hours as I tried to find an answer. It took a long time to realize I didn’t even know what question I was supposed to ask.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

“Your parents never were gardeners.” Vovó tsked as she crouched down at the edge of her garden.

I glanced back at the neat and robust rows of herbs and flowers. It looked beautiful to me. I squatted down next to her and ran my hands along the fertile soil. “It feels healthy.”

“Sim, but they have let it grow wild.”

Brent took the pair of shears she handed him. “What do you think the council meant when they told me to take down Crosby? Get him arrested?”

“That has to be the plan.” I unearthed a weed growing between the flowers. “It’s not like we’re out to murder the guy.”

Vovó tunneled her shovel into the ground. “We won’t know how to stop him until we find out what exactly he is capable of.”

“He’s capable of murder,” Brent said cutting off a long branch. “And seems to have no moral compass whatsoever. Will turning him over to the police be enough?”

“It has to be. We aren’t vigilantes.” Vovó dug the shovel back into the ground. “In order to do this, we will need to learn his abilities, his strengths, and his weaknesses. We need to study him. The same way we would a ghost we wished to help.”

“We don’t even know where to find him.” I threw another weed into the pile. “I don’t get why they think we’ll have any better luck than they did. With or without Brent’s abilities, pretty much any Waker except me has a chance of getting close to Crosby. He knows what I look like and he’s already trying to kill me. I’m the worst spy they could pick.”

“The council blames us for his rise to power.” Vovó set her shovel down and rested her hands on her knees. “They ignored the Clutch while it was trapped inside Pendrell, but we fought them. We know their strengths and weaknesses.”

“We found weaknesses? I don’t remember that.” I shook my head. “And he’s had those journals for years. We don’t know anything anymore.”

Vovó patted the dirt around a tiny basil plant. “We know he’s full of pride and hungry for power.”

“Yeah, but so is Kathryn.” Brent cut into another long branch. “I still don’t trust her or the council. They’re holding something back.”

Vovó nodded. “Of course they are, but Crosby is the immediate concern. The council at least has not tried to murder Yara.”

“That was a bad move on Crosby’s part.” Brent thrashed a bush with the shears. “But how are we going to get him?”

Vovó wiped the dirt from her hands. “What do you think, Yara?”

Another test. I continued weeding as I thought through what we knew. I couldn’t think of anything. We didn’t know enough.

“We need more information, like what he’s been up to since we left.”

Brent gave me a look that asked, “How?”

I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “He’s running for office, so that means there should be a ton of articles, video, and interviews online. Political gossip, even.”

“Cherie and Steve have been here.” Brent bent and picked up the fallen branches. “They probably have more information off the top of their heads than we’d have after hours of digging.”

Vovó stood and stretched. “Call Cherie and ask for her help.”

I squinted up at Vovó whose back was to the sun. “Her finals are this week. As soon as they’re over I’ll call.”

Brent sighed. “I have to go see my mom today.”

I tried to hide my displeasure and push past my own petty feelings. She might deserve my unkind thoughts but she was still his mom. I gave him a strained smile that I hoped looked supportive. “Want me to come?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think that’s the best idea. She’s still kinda ticked about Brazil. I’d spend more time defending you than talking to her.”

“And you think if I’m not there she’ll hate me less?”

He laughed without any humor. “No, but at least you won’t have to hear it.”

“True enough.” Relief flooded through me. Maybe I could avoid her for the whole time we were here. That thought brought a tune to my lip and I hummed the rest of the time I worked in the garden.

After kissing Brent good-bye I decided to check the Internet for any information I could find on Crosby. Cherie would probably know most of the stuff I found, but it wouldn’t hurt for me to become as informed as possible.

After about an hour, my head was pounding. I hadn’t learned anything new about Crosby. The articles I found were bios or his announcement to run for senate. I needed more and I wasn’t sure where to look next. Stuck at a standstill, I readily agreed when my mom asked me to stop at the bookstore and pick up her order that had just come in.

After paying for my mom’s book, I decided I needed some sugar and picked up a treat at the in-store café of the nearly empty bookstore. While eating my chocolate chip muffin, I browsed the large magazine section. A few political ones stood out and I decided to flip through them to see if Crosby had been mentioned in any. Grabbing a handful, I sat in one of the plush armchairs by the large windows. The sun warmed my back as I searched their pages. I’d never been more appreciative of Cherie’s love of delving into the boringness to find answers until now. She made it look easy. I wished her finals were over. I knew with her this would be fun.

Crosby was mentioned several times, but they were even more useless than what I found online. No gossip, scandals, or anything negative at all. They were puff pieces. Every last one. Weird.

As I stood and replaced the magazines, I got that tingling feeling at the nape of neck that someone was watching me. I shivered and my breath puffed out in a white mist. My arms and legs started to itch like they had in Brazil.

I glanced quickly over my shoulder and my heart almost stopped. There stood one of the three ghosts that had attacked me in Brazil. The blonde one with the black, thick-rimmed glasses. He wore a Pendrell uniform, something I hadn’t noticed before. Looking at him now I could see he was just a kid.

“Crosby knows you’re back.” He moved toward me mechanically, each motion jerky and unsure. My fingers went to my pocket where I kept the herbal mixture, but he grabbed my hand before I could throw and then snagged my other wrist in his grip. “Not this time.”

His fingers sunk below my skin and I bit back a scream.

“I hoped you were too smart to come back. He wants you dead, so now you have to die.”

His filmed-over blue eyes kept flickering from light to dark blue. He shifted his arms so he held both of my wrists in one hand. I struggled vainly against his viselike grip. I kicked out at him and he dodged my foot. His other hand rose to my throat, his fingers sinking in until they grabbed my spirit’s neck, cutting off my air.

He pushed me back and I rammed into the magazine racks, the back of my head hitting the top shelf, sending magazines raining down around us and sliding to the floor. I slammed my forehead against his nose as my leg connected with his knee.

He seemed dazed, and for a brief moment his grip lessened and his eyes stayed light blue. It was only long enough for him to gasp, “I’m sorry.”

In that second, I yanked my hands free and reached into my back pocket. I grabbed a handful of the herbs and smashed it into his face. The boy howled in pain, his hands coming up to cover his face as he fell backward. His clear eyes connected with mine.

“Thank you,” he whispered before vanishing.

I stumbled my way to an armchair and collapsed into it, struggling for breath. An employee walked by and noticed the mess I’d made. She gave me a few suspicious glances while she collected the fallen magazines. As gently as I could, I touched my neck and grimaced. He’d gone for my throat again. Really? They kept using the same trick. I needed to learn to keep my throat out of arm’s reach.

Ghost attacks were nothing new, but this one felt different. In the past, the ghost’s eyes had blazed with rage. They had pushed forward until they’d completely exhausted their power and disappeared. Never had a ghost apologized for hurting me or thanked me for stopping him.

I thought that Crosby’s ghosts had willingly done his bidding, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The spirit hadn’t wanted to hurt me. He’d acted like he’d been forced to attack.

I sat up ramrod straight. Had he been ordered to attack me? Compelled to?

Crosby and the Clutch had used mind control before. They had used it against DJ when we battled the Clutch back at Pendrell, but it had taken several members to make it work. All of the Clutch, except Crosby and Brent’s dad, were in jail.

Oh, no. Could Brent’s dad be helping Crosby do this? Or had the Pendrell journals taught Crosby how to use mind control alone? I wasn’t sure which scared me more.

But something bothered me. His mind control hadn’t worked on Sophia; it only seemed to influence the living. Even if Crosby had figured out how to use it alone, only a Matriarca could compel a ghost, right? He wasn’t a Waker. Neither was Brent’s dad.

Maybe the journals had shown Crosby how to reach out to the spirit world and control it, too.

Despite the bright day and the warmth of the sun, an arctic cold spread through me. If Crosby could do that, then all the rules had changed.
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As soon as I got home, I bounded upstairs and barged into Vovó’s room. I dropped down on the edge of her bed and told her what had happened, adding my thoughts and theories to the end. While she listened, Vovó gathered a few jars and started applying some of her remedies to my new and still healing injuries.

“Do you think he’s found a way to infiltrate the spirit world? Is that even possible?” I asked.

She continued to rub her herbs onto my bruises and burns the ghost had left behind. “Possible, yes, but it’s more likely he’s found his own Waker.”

I flinched and not just because her gentle fingers rubbed my sore throat. “Would a Waker really align herself with him?”

She clucked her tongue. “Wakers aren’t incorruptible. Power and money are strong motivators.”

I had been sickened by the council’s use of slave spirits, but to think that a Waker would align herself with Crosby for money was beyond comprehension.

“How could someone do that, Vovó?”

She didn’t answer. She just kissed the top of my head and curled her arms around me. In the shelter of her arms I felt safe and the world made sense. People didn’t abuse the abilities they had for greed, and they didn’t order ghosts to kill for them.

“What am I going to do? I can’t reason with a ghost being compelled to murder me. How can I fight that?”

Vovó lifted my chin. “Compelled or not, stopping them is no different than any other ghost. Sophia wanted to kill you. In the end you were able to reach her.”

I didn’t point out that Sophia had given me a concussion and almost killed me several times. “It’s different this time, Vovó. If Crosby’s Waker can compel ghosts, she has to be a Matriarca. I can’t compete with the hold she’ll have. I’m not that strong.”

“You’ve already competed with it twice, and both times you won. You can’t order them to obey, but you know how to protect yourself and you’ve learned how to help ghosts. That will be enough.”

I pointed to my new wounds. “Did you miss my black and blue wallpapering?”

“You survived. A lesser Waker would have perished.” She wiped her fingers on the towel in her lap. “And you’re not a normal Waker. You’re stronger than you know, Yara. You are a Returned. We’re not yet sure what you might be capable of.”

I glanced at the dark bruises on my arms. “I’m capable of being hurt.”

Vovó looked at me for a moment and then patted my cheek. “Bring me your Waker journal, Querida.”

Not sure why she wanted it, I went to my room and retrieved the journal from its hiding place. When I returned, she pulled me onto the bed next to her and opened the book. With everything that had happened since she gave it to me, I hadn’t had the time to look through its pages. Now I watched as she turned page after page, all filled with handwriting I recognized. Her handwriting. She’d written a lot.

“There are two things working in your favor, Yara. As a Returned you have a stronger connection to the spirits than other Wakers.”

She kept saying that like it was a good thing. I nodded because she expected it.

Vovó stopped and smoothed out a specific page. The tree of Matriarcas had been sketched there. She tapped on the branch that would belong to the person filling her place after her death. A heavy silence filled the air, crackling the room with a weird anticipation and goose bumps formed on my arms.

“You’re also the heir to the Sousa line. You’re the next Matriarca.”

“What?” I jumped to my feet. “You can’t be serious.”

Vovó didn’t respond; instead she closed the journal and watched me pace.

I placed a shaking hand over my heart. Try as I might, I couldn’t slow it down. It seemed like the world had split in two at my feet and I was struggling not to fall into the abyss below.

“Dalva is stronger. She has so much more experience. She should lead,” I said.

Vovó shook her head. “My sister is strong, but nowhere near your potential.”

Potential. I hated that word.

“What about my other aunts and cousins? Or Melanie? They’re older. They should be next in line.”

“Age isn’t what matters. They are all powerful Wakers, but they aren’t meant to replace me. I’ve known since you were a child you would be the next Matriarca.”

“You can’t be serious,” I said, but looking into her eyes, I knew she was.

When I was young, she’d always said I would be a strong Waker, that I was her great hope for maintaining a mighty family legacy. I never suspected she meant as Matriarca, but she did. She expected me to lead our family. To make decisions that would affect all of them, to know what to do with difficult ghosts, to give advice, to mentor, to lead. And thanks to what I learned yesterday, Vovó wasn’t just a normal Matriarca, but the ‘grand dame’ as my father had dubbed it.

“Am I going to be the head of all of the families or . . .” I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

Vovó gave me a pitying look, but I could see the pride in her eyes. “Not just our family line. You’re destined to be the head of them all.”

Her revelation pressed in on me like gravity, coming in at me from every side. I couldn’t breathe, like strong hands were squishing my chest. My heart galloped and yellow dots hovered before my eyes.

“Vovó,” I tried to say but I’m not sure if the words actually came out. My feet slid out from under me and I collapsed to the floor. Vovó rushed to my side and gathered me in her arms again. Her familiar orchid scent wrapped around me, and the steady beating of her heart calmed my own. She murmured comforting words, stroking my hair until the panic attack stopped.

“It’s okay, querida.”

“Some great leader. How do you expect me to be the head of the family when the idea has me curling in the fetal position gasping for air.” I meant the words to sound like a joke, but we both knew they weren’t. “I don’t want it! I don’t want to replace you.”

She squeezed me tighter. “The calling picked you.”

I shook my head hoping refusal would transfer the responsibility to another.

“You took the announcement better than I did.”

My eyes flew to hers. “I don’t believe you.”

She tapped her finger to the end of my nose. “I ran away from home.”

I pushed back enough so I could see her. “You didn’t.”

“I did. I thought Dalva should inherit. She is strong and quick to make decisions. I never doubted the destiny was hers. After all, I had no strength, no real knowledge.” She smiled. “I thought I would become an actress.”

“What?” I asked around a laugh. “An actress?”

Vovó blushed. She blushed! I couldn’t think of any time she’d done that in the past. I couldn’t picture her as anything but a Waker and a Matriarca. Her abilities were so strong and she knew almost everything. How could she ever consider herself weak? How could she have thought that?

“How long did you fight it?”

“Two years.”

My eyebrows rose. “What made you come back?”

“My mother’s funeral.” Vovó stared at a black and white picture of her family on her nightstand.

I couldn’t reconcile the Vovó I knew with the young girl who ran away from her Waker responsibilities.

“Vovó, I had no idea.”

“My sisters have spared me the pain of talking about it—not even your father knows—but I haven’t forgotten.” She ran her hand over my hair. “I see so much of myself in you. That is why I was so patient when you insisted you wanted nothing to do with being a Waker.”

I snorted. “That was patient?”

The corner of Vovó’s mouth twisted into a slight grin. “As patient as I could be.”

“What changed? How did you become so strong?”

“A lot of practice. And time.” Vovó gently pinched my chin. “I made a lot of mistakes, just like you.”

“Really?”

She helped me to my feet and guided me back to her bed, handing me my journal. “I read my mother’s journal after her funeral. She had written me a beautiful letter. Each Matriarca does that for the one who follows. It gave me strength and courage. That is why everyone wrote something in your journal for you. Why I wrote the most. We’re here to support you.”

I’d been excited to get my journal, but I hadn’t thought of the ways it could help me. “The letter transformed you into the new leader?”

Vovó laughed. “Not exactly. One day I was helping Dalva with a difficult spirit. I was overwhelmed and felt so lost and scared that I wasn’t sure what to do. But my locket bounced against my chest. My mother had left it for me in her will. It had a picture of her and my father in it. In that moment, I thought back to the words I’d read in the journal. I could hear her voice telling me again, that this was what I had been born to do.” She fingered the locket she still wore. “For the first time I believed that I was meant to be the leader, and the power of the Matriarca surged through me. Then I studied, I worked, and I worried.”

Vovó smoothed back my hair before resting her forehead against my temple. “You seem to think being in charge means you know all of the answers and always know what to do. It doesn’t. I’ve made mistakes and I’m still learning.”

The honesty of her confession allowed me to see my grandmother behind her title of Matriarca. In my mind, Vovó’s wisdom and courage had never faltered. Today, I’d seen the woman who occasionally doubted herself, someone more like me.

I’d never felt closer to her.

My eyes darted back to the picture of the young Vovó, the girl who had dreams of acting. She’d tried to escape her calling, but had eventually accepted it. We were alike in ways I’d never known. She’d always said she understood me, but until now I’d never believed it.

“Do you ever still wish you’d been an actress?”

Vovó touched her locket again. “Of course. But then I think of how many I’ve helped, both living and dead. And I remember your grandfather, who I never would have met and married. Being an actress would have been fun, but it was a youthful dream. Having a family has filled my heart with a greater joy than fame ever could.”

“Thank you for sharing that, Vovó.” My eyes skimmed over all the books, herbs, and journals my grandma had. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready.”

“You know more than you realize. None of us feel ready to take on the burden of leadership. But when the time is right and the duty falls to you, you’ll be ready.” She kissed my forehead. “Don’t worry, querida. I’m not planning on going anywhere for a long time.”

“Good.” I put my hand on her wrinkled cheek. “I love you and I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

We sat for a while without talking as I digested her words. The revelation made my head spin. I couldn’t fathom a future without Vovó to turn to; it scared me too much. I decided to focus on today. Today I had her to help guide me and I needed her advice.

“What do I do about the ghosts compelled to kill me?”

“What do you think you should do?” Vovó studied me, giving me another test to see how I’d progressed.

“I’d like to get them out of Crosby’s grip. If he is using a Matriarca, I don’t know how I could break through that kind of a binding. Unless…” I thought of Sophia and how angry she’d been, how hard to help. Vovó had surrounded her with her favorite things and reminded her who she’d been when she was alive.

If I could get these ghosts to be themselves for a moment, maybe they could break free. That moment of true clarity might be enough for the light to appear.

“Can I help them cross over? Could they do that while still tied to a Matriarca?”

Vovó raised an eyebrow and waited, obviously wanting me to work through this on my own.

“Okay, so because they’re being compelled, the Matriarca’s orders are fighting with their own desires, right? Does that give me an opening?”

Vovó smiled. “Sim.”

“So . . . if I can get through to them, I might have a chance?”

“Yes, but you must be prepared to defend yourself if the Waker’s hold is too strong.”

“I know. I’m still wearing the marks from the last time I wasn’t on guard.” I licked my lips, thinking the problem through. “I’ll have to find out more about the ghosts. The one who showed up today was a Pendrell student. I recognized the uniform, and from his haircut, I’d guess he died not too long ago. I just need to find out which Pendrell students died recently.”

I fiddled with the button on my shirt as I tried to remember any relevant details about the other two spirits from Brazil. Most of the night was still a blur. Apparently oxygen deprivation also kills memory cells. I sighed. “The other two aren’t going to be easy. And what’s to stop her from simply compelling more?”

“Nothing.”

I sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

“But keeping three spirits compelled, especially spirits who are fighting her control, is not easy. It is simpler for her to only keep a small number under her thumb.”

My forehead wrinkled. “What about when you fought the Clutch? You controlled them; they stopped fighting and turned themselves in. The entire group.”

“Yes, but that was only for a short period of time. And not all of them listened. Crosby went after Brent with a knife.”

She had a valid point, but so did I. “Still, you ordered the Clutch to leave us alone and all but one listened.”

“That was only controlling one aspect of them, not their whole being.”

This conversation was making my head hurt. It felt like we were talking in circles. “If I can get the Pendrell student guy to cross over, I’d only have two to deal with.”

“Never assume. We don’t know for sure she only has three compelled ghosts. There could be more.”

I didn’t want to think about that. I just wanted to pretend Crosby only had three spirits working for him. I let out a huff of air that sent my bangs flying.

“At least there would be one less trying to attack me. I’ll start with what I know. I need to get online and skim through the obituaries.”

I fingered the burn on my arm and thought about that Pendrell spirit. My only choices were to free him or die trying. I really preferred option one.
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A few hours later, I found his name: Grady White. He’d died of an insulin overdose, but after reading an interview his mother did with the local paper, I suspected it wasn’t that simple.

According to Mrs. White, her son was incredibly meticulous about his dosages and always double-checked the supply before each injection, especially after one of his best friends almost died from accidentally switching his morning and evening doses. Which is exactly what happened to Grady. Since he was now at Crosby’s beck and call, I seriously doubted his mix-up was an accident.

I was searching the Internet for more information on Grady when my cell phone started to play Brent’s familiar ring tone. I snatched it up and answered with a smile.

“Hey, how is it going with your mom?”

“Not great. I don’t think I’ll make it back to your place tonight.” Brent sounded so tired, like all of the drama he’d been avoiding with his parents had finally caught up to him and tackled him to the ground.

“That bad, huh?”

“She isn’t doing well, Yara. I’m really worried about her.” He lowered his voice as if concerned about being overheard. “My dad played pretty dirty in the divorce.”

The guilt in his voice weighed on my conscience. Did he really think he was being disloyal to me by being there for his mom?

“You don’t have to explain. Your mom needs you.”

“I don’t want you to think I’m abandoning you for her.”

I hated that he felt he had to choose. His parents had been struggling to hold onto Brent and each other after the death of Neil, their oldest son. Running off to Brazil right after graduation hadn’t helped the situation. Now their relationship wasn’t just strained, it was practically broken.

I didn’t want to be the cause of any more problems, at least where his mom was concerned. His father was a different story. He’d dug his own grave by agreeing to work with Crosby in the first place.

“You’re not abandoning anyone. You’re her son.”

“Thanks, but it’s not just that.” I could hear a door shutting behind him. “Every minute I don’t know where you are, I worry something’s happened to you.”

“Brent—”

“Crosby is after you. That guy doesn’t hold back.”

“I know, but I’ll be fine.” I spun in my desk chair. “You haven’t seen your mom in three years. Spend some time with her.”

I could picture him biting his nails. “Yeah, I guess. Plus, if that scroll doesn’t have what we hope it does… I just want to know I tried to make everything okay.”

My chest tightened and I had to force air into my lungs. “No. Don’t do this because you’re afraid you’re going to die, you do it because you want to, because you love her. Don’t you dare start thinking like that, Brent Springsteed!”

“Yara.” He sighed. “It could happen. You know that.”

I stopped spinning my chair and let my head fall back against my bedroom wall. “There’s still hope.”

“Of course there is, and I’m holding onto every bit of it, but hope isn’t certainty. I just…” His voice trailed off. “I love you, Yara.”

I sniffed and cleared my throat before speaking. “I love you, too.”

“Don’t cry. I can’t do anything about it from this far away.” His words made me sniff again.

“Fine,” I managed to get out. “But then we need to talk about something else.”

He hesitated like he was having a hard time seeing past the heavy conversation we’d just had. “Yeah, sure. Um, make any headway today?”

“Some. I thought I would go to Pendrell tomorrow to talk to Headmaster Farnsworth. He might have some more recent info on the Clutch and Crosby. If anyone knows what Crosby is up to, it’s Farnsworth.”

Brent whistled. “That’s a good plan. Gorgeous and smart. I’m a lucky guy.” I smiled. “What time are you thinking?”

“The office hours were always at eleven when we were there, so I thought that would probably be the best time to catch him.”

“Count me in. I’ll meet you at Pendrell, okay?”

“Are you sure? Shouldn’t you spend some more time with your mom?” Even as I asked, I hoped he’d decide to come. The idea of going to our old school didn’t make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. What good ever came from stepping foot on a cursed campus?

“She’ll be at work. If I stayed here I’d only be spending time with my old Playstation. Which is actually kinda tempting.”

I laughed because I knew not even video games would keep him away from Pendrell tomorrow. We talked for a while and finally said goodbye. After I hung up I realized I had forgotten to tell him about Grady, and wondered if I should call him back and tell him. No, that wasn’t something he needed to worry about. He had enough on his plate. I’d mention it to him tomorrow. Or maybe I just wouldn’t bring it up. He didn’t need something else to worry about. Yes, it made me a hypocrite, but what good would giving him more to worry about accomplish?

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

“Were we really that young?” Brent asked.

We stood on the edge of Pendrell’s campus watching the uniform-clad high school students scurry across campus on their lunch break. It felt like longer than three years since we had been part of the student body.

“Yeah. Hard to believe though.”

Brent laced his fingers through mine as we walked toward the administration office. The bracelets I wore tinkled together as I walked. They not only looked cute, they—like my high-necked shirt—helped conceal my still healing bruises. I’d show them to Brent and Farnsworth when we started talking about ghosts but didn’t want the unwanted attention they might otherwise bring.

“Hopefully their time here will be easier than ours. I mean, you died, I was body snatched, the Clutch, Sophia . . . ” Brent shook his head. “And they say high school is the best four years of your life.”

I laughed. High school years were usually drama filled, but Brent’s and mine took that to a whole new level.

I squeezed his hand as we started up the administration steps, my eyes locked on the bronze figure at the head of the steps. Someone had repaired the damage we’d done to the statue of Christopher Pendrell.

Memories—good, bad, and downright scary—danced before my eyes. Panicked flashbacks of my drowning hit me, making my pulse race. I thought my connection with water would have erased the terror. Apparently not. It took the full three-minute walk to the Headmaster’s office for my heart rate to return to normal.

The secretary looked up from her computer as we entered the waiting room. Not the same secretary I remembered.

“May I help you?” she asked with a polite smile.

The décor of the office had changed. Instead of dark woods and plush leather chairs, it looked more sleek and modern with clean lines and lighter colors.

Brent gave her a winning smile. “We were wondering if Headmaster Farnsworth had time to visit with some of his former students.”

“He loved those types of visits,” she said, her eyes misting a little. “But I’m afraid he’s no longer the Headmaster.”

Okay, I didn’t expect that.

“Did he retire?” I asked.

A sad expression flitted across her face as she nodded. “Yes, he did.”

“Is there any way we could get a hold of him?” I asked.

She hesitated before shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but I’m not able to give out that information. I wish I could help.”

“It’s okay.” Brent helped himself to one of the candies on her desk. “Have a good day.”

We turned to leave and took a few steps before the secretary spoke up again.

“You might be able to talk to Mr. Owens. He and Mr. Farnsworth spent a lot of time together before Mr. Farnsworth retired. He’s in charge of the Crosby election campaign on campus.”

I couldn’t have heard her right. “Crosby campaign?”

“He’s one of our most celebrated alumni. Half of our seniors are working for Mr. Crosby’s campaign for their internships.”

Brent and I exchanged an uneasy glance. Luckily the secretary didn’t notice.

“Mr. Owens is probably over at the campaign headquarters in the alumni house right now.”

In stunned silence, we left the office. How had Mr. Crosby wiggled his way back onto campus? Farnsworth never would have allowed him on the property. Had Crosby replaced him with someone he could control?

The class bell rang as we headed back toward my car. My thoughts raced as we weaved between students. I had been searching for Crosby without any real leads and all the time he had been here. I should have known. It seemed that all the creepy things in my life led to Pendrell.

I stopped and changed my route, heading toward the alumni house. Brent must have been thinking the same thing because he followed without a single question.

The pink-tinged, sandstone alumni building hadn’t changed. The red, gabled roof and tall, multi-paned windows still looked brand new. The only notable difference was an obnoxious banner announcing the headquarters for Crosby’s campaign plastered to the front.

I ducked my head as a group of students passed and Bent rocked back on his heels.

“This building is the bane of my existence,” he said simply.

I had to agree.

“Are you trying to get yourselves killed?” Someone shouted into my ear. I jumped about a foot into the air as DJ appeared, glaring at me. Brent tensed beside me, on guard for what had startled me.

“What is it? What’s going on?”

“DJ,” I said for Brent’s benefit as I turned to meet DJ’s scowl. “I couldn’t believe Crosby was welcomed back. I had to see if for myself.”

“Well, there it is! You can see it fine from here. Now go.” DJ looped his arm around my shoulder, trying to turn me toward the parking lot.

I refused to budge. “How did this happen? I thought we at least got him to leave the Pendrell students alone. Is he here now?”

DJ shook his head. “No, this is just where his political team meets. I’ve never spotted him.”

“But why would he come back after everything that happened?”

DJ cursed under his breath. “I don’t know! Maybe he’s just used to the campus. It’s where he learned about the Clutch. Plus the student internships mean a lot of free labor.”

“And a place to find kids who can project,” I said as I watched a group of boys enter the building and get swallowed by the shadows inside.

DJ crinkled his nose like he’d smelled something bad. “Probably.” He groaned and turned toward the building. “I really can’t believe you can stand to be here after everything that went down the night we lost the journals.” DJ frowned at the building. “We pretty much failed all around.”

“Yeah, that was an epic failure.” I sighed. “The American Wakers are still angry about the barrier.”

Brent bumped his hip into mine. “Not your fault.”

I studied the building and felt a chill race down my spine. “It doesn’t matter whose fault it is. We’ll get him this time. We have to.”

“Yes. Fine. Go, team Yara. Now please leave.” DJ, his arm still around my shoulder, tugged me forward. “He has ghosts out to get you. Standing in the open surrounded by his supporters is not the best way to keep yourself alive.”

DJ walked beside us until we reached the car. I tried to ignore the feeling that someone was watching me.

“And stop looking for Crosby,” DJ said. “I’m doing that. You watch out for the spirit world and I’ll watch out for Crosby.”

With that last piece of advice he disappeared.
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That night Brent took me to Miguel’s Jr. I’d been craving their bean and cheese burrito for months, so he made a big production of the trip. The radio was pre-set to my favorite jazz station and he’d even handed me a bag of Skittles with all of the green ones picked out.

All those sweet gestures almost made me forget our unsettling visit to Pendrell. I almost wept for joy as I took my first bite of my burrito. We sat at a two-person table near the back entrance that had an uninspiring view of the fast food restaurant next door. My boyfriend waited until my mouth was full before springing his news.

“So my mom wants you to come over to her house for dinner.”

I almost choked. “I’m sorry. Is there a punch line to that joke?”

“No. She wants you to come over.”

I put down my precious burrito, no longer hungry. “Are you serious? Did the earth start spinning backwards?”

Brent reached out and brushed back a tuft of staticky hair from my face. As vain as it sounded, I looked forward to taking Crosby out, if for no other reason than to stop my hair from looking like a cartoon character who’d been struck by lighting.

“She says she wants to start over,” Brent said.

“I really doubt that.” I took a sip of my water. “She hates me.”

“I’m not saying she likes you—“

“Great.”

“—but she wants to get to know you.”

Lucky me. “When did this transformation take place?”

He slid his hand across the gray-flecked table until it rested against mine. “She threatened to take away my trust fund if I didn’t break up with you. I told her to go ahead; I’m not breaking up with you and I’m sick of them holding that over my head.”

“You told her that?” I sat back, my heart thrumming with pleasure even as my stomach filled with ice. “That was a romantic gesture, Brent, but you need that money. That’s how we afford the testing and the supplies to try and recreate your medicine.”

He crumpled up his burrito wrapper. “That doesn’t mean she gets to use it to control me.”

I forced myself to take a deep breath. I let my brain catch up to my mouth and emotions. “It’s just that the stuff we’ve been trying isn’t cheap.” I leaned across the table and planted a kiss on his lips. “I’m glad you care more for me more than money, but I care about your health more than anything.”

“I feel that same way about you. That’s why I told her you’re more important than the money. My giving it up really surprised her.” He recaptured my hand. “She’s trying, Yara. That means we have to try too. That’s why this dinner is so important.”

I groaned. So I get to be judged all night?

“Come on. Your dad threatens me with swords. My mom isn’t that bad.”

I snorted. “I’d take the swords.” I sent him a suspicious look. “It’s all been a setup, right? The Skittles, the radio station, Miguel’s? You were trying to soften me up so I’d say yes.”

“Of course it was. Is it working? Would you be willing to give her another chance? For me?” He gave me his puppy dog eyes and there was no fighting their snare, especially when he added a pouty bottom lip. “Please.”

“You play dirty. I can never say no to that face.”

He grinned. “I know. So that’s a yes?”

“Yes.”

The smile he flashed made the idea of spending time with his mother almost bearable.

When we were finished eating he drove me to my parents’ home. “I can’t stay late,” he said as we pulled into the driveway. “My mom wants me home.”

“That’s fine.” The cell phone in my purse started to vibrate. I pulled it out and smiled at the name on the caller ID.

“It’s Cherie.” I almost bounced up and down in my seat. “Hi!”

“Am I, or am I not your best friend?”

Her question threw me. “You are.”

“Then how come you’ve been back in Corona for over twenty four hours and I haven’t even received a text message?”

I opened my car door. “I was waiting until your finals were over.”

“I just finished my last one.”

I grinned. “Good, because I have a lot to tell you.”

“Fill me in. Details please.”

“I’m not sure where to start,” I said as I followed Brent through the front door. As I stepped into the entryway, a familiar scent greeted me, one I’d known since middle school. Cherie’s perfume. I stopped short and my purse dropped to the ground.

“You can come out now; I know you’re here.”

A frowning Cherie popped up from behind the couch. She slid her cell phone closed. “How did you know I was here?”

“Your perfume,” Brent answered.

Cherie shrugged. “It’s my signature scent.” We paused for a split second before wrapping our arms around each other in a squeal-infested hug while bouncing up and down. It was our typical greeting after a long separation.

Brent covered his ears. “I forgot how loud you guys are.”

“Whatever. You and Steve are just as bad,” I accused from Cherie’s hug.

Brent looked offended. “We are not.”

Cherie rolled her yes. “Yes, you are. Just in a manly way.”

“A respectable man pat on the back is totally different than that eardrum bursting squeal you girls do.” Brent made himself comfortable in my dad’s armchair and motioned with his hands to continue our reunion. “Carry on. Don’t let me put a damper on your fun.”

Our hug ended and I stepped back so I could I inspect Cherie. She looked fantastic, back to her old self, the pre-breakup with Steve version of Cherie.

“You’re looking good.”

“Don’t I always?” She struck a dramatic pose for half a second before bursting out laughing.

“Well, yeah, but you’re looking much better than the last time I saw you and way better than the time before that.”

“I’m also feeling more myself now.” She dropped her eyes to her feet. “There is something I actually wanted to tell you.”

“Yara.” I glanced at a slightly panicked Brent who was clutching his phone. He tilted his head toward the kitchen. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Sure.” I squeezed Cherie’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back. Make yourself at home.”

“I always do.” She kicked off her shoes and plopped down on the leather sectional.

“What’s going on?” I asked Brent. He pulled me out of the view of the living room.

“We’ve got to get her out of here.”

My eyebrows rose. “Why?”

“Steve just texted me. I totally forgot I invited him over for video games the first morning we were back.”

“Why is he meeting you here?”

“I’m sorry, I should have cleared it with you, but my mom’s all into the two of us being alone and bonding, and once Steve and I start a game we can play for hours.”

“Great. This could get awkward fast.” Back in high school the four of us hanging out would have been a perfect night, but with Cherie and Steve’s breakup, it sounded like a very bad idea. “Tell him not to come. I can’t believe you invited him over after the way he broke her heart.”

“I can’t just cancel on him.” Brent pinched the bridge of his nose before rapidly creating a text message. “And I don’t want to fight about their break up again. I’m sorry he hurt her but you know he had his reasons and we agreed we’d stay neutral on this.”

Reasons, I silently scoffed. Steve’s worry that they were getting too serious too young made sense in a way, but saying they needed to date other people had really gutted Cherie.

I put my hand on Brent’s cheek. “It’s hard to forget the look she had on her face when she blew off a whole week of school and flew down to see me. She was devastated.”

“Yeah, but it’s been almost two years. Look at her; she’s back to normal.”

“True.”

He put his hand over mine. “And they’re still our best friends. They’re going to run into each other from time to time. They have to get used to it.”

“But not tonight. It’s too soon. We just got back.”

Brent dialed Steve’s number. “It went straight to voicemail.”

The doorbell rang and I blanched. “You don’t think that’s Steve, do you?”

Brent nodded and snapped his phone shut and we both sprinted to the living room.

“I’ve got it,” Cherie called. Before I could prep her in any way, she threw the door open. I came to an abrupt halt and braced myself for the drama. I was prepared for Cherie and Steve to have an uncomfortable moment, or maybe an angry exchange of words, and maybe even for Cherie to burst into tears. I was not prepared for my best friend kissing her ex-boyfriend.

“Hey, stranger I didn’t know you were coming over,” Steve said between kisses. Eventually he wrapped his arms around her waist and greeted Brent and I. “How great is it to have the four of us together again, huh?”

Brent and I both froze, shared a look that screamed “WHAT?” and then turned toward our best friends with slack jaws.

“Cherie, I thought I was your best friend,” I teased, enjoying turning her previous accusations back on her.

She gave me a guilty smile from the confines of Steve’s arms. “You are.”

“Then why did you not tell me that you and Steve were back together? Why did I have to learn about it by seeing you two smooching at my house?”

“We wanted to make sure it would keep before we told anyone.”

Brent crossed his arms. “How long has this been going on?”

Steve grinned at us. “We each spent a lousy year and a half trying to date other people. We ended up running into each other at a diner at two in the morning during midterms. I knew I’d made a mistake of epic proportions. There wasn’t another girl out there like Cherie.”

She rubbed her head against his chest. “And no guy I went out with was near as good as Steve.”

“I knew I’d blown it, so I begged her to let me take her out.”

Cherie laughed. “I said, ‘No.’”

“I was crushed.” Steve closed his eyes. “But I was also persistent.”

Cherie’s smile could only be described as dreamy. “It was like old times. Within a month we were dating again.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, that’s great. You still haven’t answered the original question. How long ago have you been back together?”

“Three months.” Cherie tucked her thumb into the belt loop on Steve’s jeans. “I planned on telling you tonight.”

My hands went to my hips. “Three months? And you never told us?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Brent snaked his arm around my waist. “What matters is that our friends are back together.”

Brent was right. I shouldn’t waste time being upset that Cherie hadn’t told me before now. This was fantastic news!

“Congrats.” Brent slapped Steve on the back and Cherie and I hugged again.

“So now our secret is out of the way. “ Cherie settled onto the couch beside Steve. “What brings you guys back?”

I caught them up on the past few weeks. Cherie’s face steadily lost color.

“Crosby is sending ghosts to kill you.” She pulled her knees to her chest. “How can I be of any help this time. I can’t see ghosts. My research won’t—”

“There is plenty of research,” I cut in. “I want your help like always, but only with research. I don’t want you or Steve involved in any of the physical part of this.”

“Do you know me at all?” Cherie asked, giving me a challenging look. “That isn’t going to happen.”

“Crosby’s already tried to kill me and he succeeded with DJ and Amy and who knows how many other people. This isn’t a game.”

“That’s why I’m not okay with you going into this alone.”

“This is what I do,” I said.

She held up her hand. “No. Being a Waker means you help spirits find peace. There’s nothing in the job description about fighting against crazy, power hungry men.”

I shook my head. “I just don’t want to put you in danger.”

Cherie raised her eyebrow. “But you’re willing to put Brent there.”

“She can’t keep me out of it.” Brent pulled me closer so my back rested against his chest. “We’re a package deal.”

Steve covered Cherie’s mouth with his hand. “Enough about what we can’t do. Tell us what we can we do?”

“We need to find out everything we can about Crosby.”

“I’m on it,” Cherie said around Steve’s hand, her eyes gleaming. “But if I’m in, I’m in. You need people you can rely on.”

I wanted to argue but knew I’d be wasting my breath. She could be every bit as stubborn as me. Not to mention, she was right. I needed people I could rely on. I could count on my fingers the number of people I truly trusted to help me with this. My resolve faded fast, even though I didn’t want to endanger anyone else I cared about. I couldn’t do it alone. I never had in the past and I couldn’t now.

“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

Steve’s hand dropped away and Cherie flashed me a triumphant grin. “I promise.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

Cherie tapped her keyboard before letting out a dramatic sigh. “There is nothing about Crosby that isn’t positive. Every single article talks about what a great guy he is.”

“That’s all I could find too.” I leaned over her shoulder, reading the screen. “But there were rumors about him before he worked at Pendrell. And the detectives were going to keep an eye on him. They wanted to prove he murdered Bryan Pendrell.”

Cherie rested her chin in the palm of her hand. “It isn’t normal. Every politician has something bad written about him somewhere. Someone who doesn’t agree with his politics or something.”

I traced my finger across the dents in the wood of the kitchen table. “Remember that gag he put on the Clutch? Even when they all turned on each other, not a single person had anything but kind words about him. They all swore he wasn’t involved.”

“Right.” Cherie sat up straight and started braiding her hair. “Maybe it’s something like that. Only the supernatural could explain the lack of dirt on him.”

I kicked out my feet and set them on the chair across from me. “So where does that leave us?”

She tied the bottom of her braid into a knot in lieu of a rubber band. “It means the only way to learn more is to observe him for ourselves.”

I scrolled through the websites Cherie had been reading, shaking my head. “That sounds like a really bad idea.”

“Yeah, but I can’t think of any other options. It’s not like we’re going to confront him. We can follow him home, see where he spends his time, check out his security—that sort of thing.”

“How?”

“A stakeout.” Cherie grinned and it reminded me so much of when we were little and she was planning one of her crazy adventures. “We haven’t done one of those before.”

Her idea had merit, but at the same time . . .

“I was serious about not wanting you to get hurt. This is life-and-death-level dangerous.”

“I told you, I’m all in. I know the risks, which is why we’ll need disguises and a rental car, maybe—”

I reached out and hugged Cherie tight. I was so glad to have her with me.

“As fun as that sounds . . .” I said, bringing reality back into our plans.

“Oh, fine. Spoilsport.” Cherie spun her laptop so it faced her. “So, we keep digging. Eventually we’ll find the lead we need. I’ll keep looking.”
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A week had gone by and we still hadn’t discovered much about Crosby. His campaign calendar didn’t list any public events and we hadn’t heard from DJ or the council.

When the night of our dinner with Brent’s mother arrived, I’d moved beyond nerves into a numb state of acceptance. I would be breaking bread with a woman who hated me and blamed me for all the wrongs in her life.

I pulled up in front of his mom’s place and shut off the car. His parents had sold their large home during the divorce and his mother had relocated to a cute townhouse.

I double-checked my image in the rear view mirror and smiled. The new, super strength anti-frizz serum helped manage the otherworldly static in my hair.

After taking a deep breath, I grabbed the pie I’d made and forced myself up the cement stairs. I wore a long sleeved blouse this time to help hide my bruises, and several chokers made the ones on my neck less noticeable. I shifted the pie to my left hand, put on the bravest smile I could muster, and knocked on the blue door. A breeze stirred the air and rustled through the birds of paradise that lined the steps.

Brent’s mom opened the door, looking as sleek as I remembered. With her blonde hair pulled back into a French twist and few wisps of hair framing her face, she looked too young to have a son Brent’s age. Her brown eyes had a layer of frost over them, contrasting with the welcoming smile on her lips.

“Yara, you’re here early.”

She somehow managed to make that sound like an insult. I fought the urge to back away and leave. Brent’s face appeared over his mom’s shoulder and strengthened my waning courage.

Brent nudged her aside and grabbed my free hand, pulling me over the threshold. “Early? For Yara, this is late. I was starting to get worried.”

Brent stepped around her and gave me a kiss, smiling down at me. His mother’s smile widened, but it still didn’t reach her eyes. “It’s wonderful to see you again.”

“Thank you for inviting me . . .” I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what to call her. Did she still go by Mrs. or since she was divorced was she a Ms.? Was she going by her maiden name? What was it? I don’t know if Brent had ever mentioned it.

Her eyes hardened even more. “Call me Katie.”

I handed her the apple pie. “This is for you.”

“How nice.” Her smile said she didn’t mean it.

She carried the pie to the kitchen and Brent and I followed. We passed through a living room decorated in white and red. A large picture of her and Brent hung above the gas fireplace in a gilded frame.

She set the pie on the cupboard before turning to stir the sauce in the pot on the stove.

“Can I help?” I asked.

“No, thank you. Why don’t you just sit down and relax while Brent finishes setting the table? All we need are the glasses, Brent.”

Brent pulled three from the cupboard and handed one to me. We carried them to the dining room. Brent studied the table then called over his shoulder, “Mom, why are there five places?”

“I invited a few people over.”

“Who?” Brent set the glasses down before returning to the kitchen for two more.

“Heather and Sean Collins.”

Brent’s eyebrows drew together as he came back to the table. “Why?”

“Charles and Sabrina are on a cruise and Heather and Sean are home from college for the summer. It seemed a shame to leave those kids at home alone. You were all such good friends.”

“Perfect,” he mumbled, placing the last two glasses next to the extra two plates.

Brent dropped onto one of the cherry wood chairs and pulled me onto his lap. He nuzzled along my neck. “I’ve missed you. I hate that mom lives so far from you.”

“Brazil spoiled me. I loved having you so close.”

He kissed my shoulder before dropping his chin onto the spot. “I’m so sorry. She did this on purpose.”

“Did what?”

“You know I love you, right?”

My eyes narrowed. “Yes, but I have a feeling I am going to hate whatever you’re about to tell me.”

“Heather’s my old girlfriend.”

“Oh.” My eyes darted toward his mother who was setting a basket of bread on the table. “I thought you didn’t have an actual girlfriend before me. Just girls you dated.”

The tips of his ears turned a bright shade of red. “I didn’t, but she was the girl I dated the most.”

I knew I didn’t have to worry about anything, but I couldn’t completely squash the jealousy that snaked through my stomach. It didn’t last long, though. The bitterness that Katie would stoop this low took over fast. This ploy was just to make me uncomfortable. And maybe to make her son realize he’d made a mistake by picking me.

I put my hand on his arm. “Brent, it’s okay. I’m not mad. Not at you, anyway.”

“I didn’t think it was possible to love you anymore than I did.” He leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose.

When he made comments like that, it still made my insides soften.

They arrived a few minutes later and I got to meet Heather. She was a beautiful girl with long auburn hair and a Victoria’s Secret model’s body. Katie really played dirty.

Heather gave Brent a quick friendly hug and turned to me. “Hi, I’m Heather. This is my brother, Sean.”

Sean was cute, with blue eyes and thick, black hair, but not cute enough for me to take a second look or loosen my hold on Brent’s hand.

“I’m Yara, Brent’s girlfriend.”

The corner of Heather’s mouth quirked up. “Girlfriend? Brent is finally calling someone his girlfriend?”

“Heather,” Sean said with disapproval.

Heather grinned. “What? Brent was scared to death of labels and commitment back when I knew him.”

“Not anymore.” Brent draped his arm over my shoulder. “We’ve been together more than four years.”

I watched Heather’s every move and expression, looking for any sign of cattiness or jealousy, but there wasn’t any. Whatever her feelings for Brent had been, she felt nothing but friendship now. I liked her.

“I’m impressed, Yara,” she said. “You need to help me keep Clendon on the hook for that long. He’s in Colorado until school starts. I wish you could’ve met him.”

The scowl on Katie’s face when Heather mentioned her boyfriend made me smile. Katie contributed very little to the conversation at dinner and her stiffness never lifted. After dinner, Heather and Sean left and Brent and I sat down on the uncomfortable white couches in his mom’s living room.

“What’s wrong, Mom.” Brent expression was stormy. “Didn’t realize Heather had a boyfriend?”

Her lips pursed like she’d sucked on a lime. “It was too much to hope that a girl like that would be single after all these years.”

Brent stiffened. “Are you serious? Did you expect me to break up with the girl I love because I sit across the dinner table from Heather? What kind of person do you think I am?”

Katie paled and I looked away. My chest burned as I listened to this private argument about me, but I wouldn’t leave Brent to stand up to his mother alone. He was fighting for us and I would do no less.

Katie slid forward in her seat. “Brent, I didn’t want—”

“Me to grow up? Me to make my own decisions?” He shot to his feet, pulling me up with him. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m done trying to play by your rules. I’m staying with Steve.”

“What?” Katie stood and stepped toward us, but Brent backed away, pulling me behind him. “Honey, don’t—”

“No. You had your chance. You had plenty of chances. Take the trust fund away if you want. I don’t care.” He shook his head, his entire body tense. I felt the tremble in his hand, though, and squeezed it tight to let him know I was here. “You want me to choose sides? Done. I pick Yara.”

Her mouth fell open. Brent nudged me toward the exit and hurried me out the front door, letting it slam shut behind us.

“Can you give me a ride to Steve’s?” he asked, his voice rough.

“Of course.” I slid my arm around his waist as we walked down the front steps. “Are you okay?”

“No.” He shook his head and hugged me closer. “I’m sorry. You were right. I never should have made you come.”

“She’s your mother. We had to try.” For once, I hated being right. I looked back at the house and saw Katie watching from the window. “Are you sure you made the right choice?”

“Yes.” He didn’t hesitate. Taking my shoulders, he turned me to face him. “It’s not even a question, Yara. You’re always the right choice.”
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The next morning Cherie stopped by wearing a grin I recognized.

“You found something.” I waved her inside and hurried her to the living room, where I’d been crushing sprigs of lavender for Vovó, with the pestle I still held. I muted the TV and gave Cherie my full attention. “Tell me!”

“To be fair, Steve found it. His computer classes have been very helpful. He used his new and improved hacking skills to track down Farnsworth.” She clasped her hands together and bounced on her toes.

I dropped the pestle, which clunked onto the coffee table. “Where is he?”

“He’s in a retirement community here in Corona. But that’s not the interesting part. What stood out to me is who’s paying the bills.”

“Who?”

“Ted Modesto.” She waved her fingers in a ta-da motion.

Her excited expression morphed into impatience when I stared at her with a blank face and asked, “Who?”

“What would you do without me?” She hung her head and sighed. “Doesn’t the name mean anything to you?”

“Should it?”

Cherie rolled her eyes. “Wow. We remember totally different things.” She moved to the couch and pulled me down beside her. “Don’t you remember Sophia heard Crosby talking about ‘Modesto’ and ‘drought’? She thought it had something to do with the cure.”

“Vovó and I figured she meant Modesto, California.” It was one of the things we never checked up on because we were in Brazil. “That’s why we’re planning a road trip up there this weekend.”

“But Modesto could mean lots of things. It could be an acronym, it could be the city, or it could be this guy who is spending a lot of money to keep Farnsworth away from Pendrell. Don’t you wonder why Farnsworth was removed from Pendrell right when Crosby was on the move again?”

The thought had crossed my mind. “It’s pretty odd timing.”

Cherie waited like she expected more, but I didn’t have anything else. Finally she groaned. “How are you my best friend? You have a complete lack of imagination.”

I pointed to my eyes. “I see dead people.”

Cherie giggled. “That’s right. I knew there was a reason I kept you around.”
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“Hi, we’re here to visit one of your . . .” Cherie fumbled for the politically correct word. “Residents. Headmaster, I mean Mr. Farnsworth.”

The lady behind the desk wore a Valencia Vista shirt and a pair of thick purple-framed glasses. “Can’t bring yourself to say his first name?”

“The man was our Headmaster.” Cherie shook her head. “He has no first name.”

I held up our plate of cookies. “We brought him some treats.”

“He’ll love that.” She pulled something up on her computer. I glanced around the lobby. This may have been a senior living home but it looked like an upscale hotel. There were several sitting areas made up of comfortable but expensive looking furniture, a grand piano, thick carpeting and a winding staircase with a wooden handrail and decorative wrought iron balusters.

“He’s in room two-twelve.” The receptionist said. She gave us instructions on how to find his room while we signed in.

We took the elevator to the second floor and turned right down the hall until we came to his apartment. Cherie knocked and we waited a few minutes until our former Headmaster opened the door.

“Hello. Can I help you?”

“Yep,” Cherie said. “We came by to visit our favorite Headmaster.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled and invited us in. It had only been three years but he’d aged a lot. It wasn’t the way he moved, but the extra wrinkles on his face and the added whiteness to his hair and beard. We walked past the neat kitchen and into his small, tidy living room. He sat down in a worn leather armchair and Cherie and I sat on his plaid couch. I placed the cookies on the coffee table.

“You were students at Pendrell?” he asked, reclining back into his chair.

Cherie and I glanced at each other for a fraction of a second before I answered. “Yes. I’m surprised you could forget us.”

“I’m afraid my memory has really gone downhill in the last few years.” His eyes were kind but devoid of any recognition. “I’ve forgotten so much.”

“Oh.”

“Well, that’s good, because we were both trouble makers.” Cherie twisted the heel of her shoe in the thick carpet. “Yara was responsible for breaking all the windows in the pool house.”

“You broke all the pool house windows?” He sat up straight before clapping his hands together and laughing. “It’s probably best I don’t remember you.”

I propped my elbow on the arm of the couch considering the best way to proceed since he’d forgotten me. I decided being direct might be the best choice. “Well, you may have forgotten us but I’m sure you remember the Clutch and we have a few questions.”

“The clutch? Of a car? I’m afraid I’ve never been very good with cars.” He crossed his ankle over his knee. “Not like my father. He was a mechanic.”

“No, not the clutch of a—” Cherie started.

I cut her off with a firm shake of my head. He obviously had some form of Alzheimer’s. I didn’t want to press him for information he no longer remembered. I’d seen a few cases helping Vovó in Brazil. Nothing she did eased the emotional pain of that debilitating disease.

Smiling, I said, “I didn’t know your father was a mechanic.”

“Oh, yes.”

I let my mind wander while Farnsworth talked about his father’s shop. It made me sad to see how much he’d already forgotten. I didn’t know much about what he was suffering, but I knew it would only get worse with time.

We didn’t learn anything from the visit, but I was glad we’d stopped to see him.
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The next day, while Brent hung out with Steve, Cherie sifted through the newspaper and searched the web for Crosby’s upcoming appearances, while I tried to find information on Grady.

Cherie twisted her back until it popped. “There should be some fundraiser or something, but there isn’t.”

“It’s like he knows we’re looking for him.”

“Grady did see you here in California flipping through political magazines.” She met my gaze over the top of her laptop. “Crosby might be lying low.”

My eyes drifted toward the high school yearbook from Pendrell I’d found. “Poor Grady.”

“Did you find out anything?”

“He loved rap music, baseball, and slam poetry.”

Cherie raised an eyebrow. “Does that help?”

“Well the yearbook included a poem he wrote, so that’s good. I’m going to add his favorite song to my playlist.”

Cherie laughed. “Ah, rap. It will go so well with all that crooner jazz in your music library.”

“Not my usual taste, that’s for sure.”

“You needed to broaden your musical selections anyway,” DJ said.

I jumped at the sound of his voice. “I hate that you can just pop in like that. We need to get you a cowbell to wear around your neck.”

Sun streamed in through the large windows, and though he stood beside me, there was only my shadow on the kitchen cabinets. Sometimes only the little things reminded me he was dead. I could see him, touch him, and talk with him, but that didn’t mean he was alive.

“Ghost?” Cherie didn’t glance up from her computer.

“Yep,” I said, shaking off my morbid thoughts. “DJ.”

She perked up. “Where?”

I pointed to where he stood. “Over there.”

“Hey, DJ.” She waved. “I’m sorry you died.”

Her words sounded trite but she meant what she said. DJ fidgeted and cleared his throat. “It’s weird that she has no problem talking to someone she can’t see.”

DJ moved toward Cherie and studied the computer screen over her shoulder.

“She’s very open minded,” I explained. “I said you’re there, so she believes me.”

“Yep,” she said. “And I never threw rocks at her for saying her grandma could see spirits.”

“That was in second grade. I’ve already apologized.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You people sure know how to hold a grudge.”

I chuckled and went back to reading up on Grady.

“Yara, your friend’s here,” my mom said as she came into the kitchen.

My smile died as soon as I looked up and saw someone I never expected to see in my house. “Kalina.”

Cherie’s head snapped toward our visitor so fast I was surprised she didn’t give herself whiplash. My best friend had never met the girl who basically ambushed and threatened me at prom.

“Hello, Yara. Cherie.” Kalina’s eyes paused on DJ. “Ghost.”

“There’s a ghost here?” My mom asked. She reached to her spice rack for the powder I had stashed there for ghostly emergencies. “Friendly or not?”

“Friendly.” I glanced at DJ. He stood totally still, his eyes closed. “Do you know DJ?”

Kalina shook her head. “No, but I’ve seen him in the visions of you at Pendrell. He’s the one who stole the notebooks from you, right?”

DJ muttered something about rocks and hard places under his breath.

“Well, yeah, but he also gave us the information that took down the Clutch. Crosby killed him.”

My mom gasped. “DJ is the ghost? The boy who drove you to the E.R. when you got your concussion senior year?”

“Yep.”

DJ still had his eyes closed, a frown on his face.

My mom put down her protective mixture, her face pale. “He died? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“We just didn’t want to worry you, Mom.”

“I’m already worried, Yara! I always am. You were gone for three years doing who knows what and you only come home to face a man who’s killing people.” She took out a pot and slammed it onto the burner.

I crossed the kitchen and put my arms around her.

“I’m sorry.” I patted her on the back. “I’m going to figure out a way to make all of this right.”

“That shouldn’t be your job.” She took a shaky breath. “I should be the one protecting you.”

“And you do, Mom.”

Cherie cleared her throat, reminding us we weren’t alone. “What brings you here, Kalina?” Her voice had an edge to it I didn’t hear very often.

My mom rolled her shoulders and stepped back. “I’m sorry. All this talk of ghosts—”

“Kalina knows all about ghosts.” I rubbed my mom’s arm. “She’s a Waker, with the American council.”

“Oh.” My mom started to smile and then must have remembered our conversations about the council because the grin morphed into a frown. “Do I need to call your grandmother?”

“There’s no need.” Kalina shifted from foot to foot, spinning the material covered bracelet at her wrist. “I’m not here as a representative. I only want to talk to Yara.”

Kalina seemed agitated, her gray eyes almost pleading. She wasn’t acting like the confident, collected girl I’d met years ago. Something had her spooked.

“Okay,” I said.

Kalina gave me a wan smile. “Thank you.”

“Mom, I’ll let you know if I need Vovó.” I motioned for Kalina to follow me upstairs.

Cherie trailed us into my room. DJ appeared as we entered. He stood with his back toward me, staring out the window. I closed the door before rounding on Kalina.

“What are you doing here?”

“You’re taking too long.” She shuffled her feet, transferring her balance from one foot to the other, her fingers still spinning her battered bracelet. “I thought you wanted to save Brent’s life.”

“You don’t deserve to even say his name. How dare you come here and tell me I’m not working fast enough?” I folded my arms to resist the urge to punch her. “You want me to come in and solve problems your entire council ignored for years and now you’re blackmailing us with a cure that might not even exist. You’re as bad as the Clutch.”

“We aren’t blackmailing you.” She leaned back onto my desk. “We’re giving you the proper motivation.”

Cherie clutched a throw pillow from my bed to her chest. “No. You’re sitting back letting Yara and Vovó take all the risks.”

“Why are you even here, Cherie? This has nothing to do with you.” Kalina snapped. “Yara made this mess.”

“The barrier would’ve come down with or without my blood and you know it.” I gave her a level stare, daring her to disagree with me. “I’m sick of being blamed.”

“Yes, but it would have taken months longer.” Kalina gestured wildly. “We would have had more time to prepare.”

“If a few decades weren’t enough to help you get rid of the Clutch, I doubt a few months would’ve done much good.”

Kalina opened her mouth to respond, but stopped when Cherie walked between us, took the lighter off the nightstand, and lit my three-wicked peace and calming candle. Cherie noticed my bemused expression and shrugged. “What? Every little bit can help. And you two need to stop arguing.”

Cherie’s cell phone rang. “It’s Steve. I better take this.” She seemed to think better of it. “Will you two be okay if I leave you alone?”

Kalina snorted. “I’m not going to hurt her.”

“I wasn’t worried about you.” Cherie’s lips twisted in a smile. “My best friend has a legendary temper.”

“I promise to play nice. Besides, DJ’s here; he can restrain us if need be, since he can touch us both.”

Cherie seemed to debate my sincerity, but finally glanced at each of us, nodded, and slipped out of the room.

I took a deep breath of the candle-perfumed air and found it did help a bit. “Why are you here?”

“I told you, you were—”

“Something’s changed. You seem nervous.”

She stilled. “Nothing’s happened. I just needed an update and . . .” her voice trailed off.

“I don’t trust you. I’m not even sure if the scroll you have could help Brent. It might be a recipe for homemade salsa for all I know. I need you to show it to me.”

Kalina slipped her bracelet off and on. “Why would I do that? You’d probably take the information and then run back to Brazil.”

“You guys have spent all this time spying on me and you still know nothing about me, do you?” For once, she looked a little ashamed. “I wouldn’t do that. What Crosby’s doing isn’t my fault, but I’m going to do what I can to stop him.”

I expected an outburst, but Kalina smiled. “I knew you’d to say that.”

What? It took me a second to realize how. “Right. Your visions.”

“Not only that. It fits what I know of you.”

I glanced at DJ, but he was still focused on the window. “Won’t Kathryn be upset that you came here?”

“It doesn’t matter.” She looked me in the eye. “Kathryn doesn’t own me.” Bitterness laced her words.

I raised my eyebrow in surprise. “Don’t care for your head Matriarca?”

She clenched her jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “She compels me.”

I shook my head, sure I must have heard her wrong. “She what?”

“I’m a Returned. She can compel me to do what she wants. We’re closer to the spirit world so she can order us around, like ghosts and those who can project. She’s the one who made me warn you away at your prom.”

“But, you can’t compel a Waker,” I said slowly.

“You can if she’s a Returned,” she said in a small voice.

It felt like someone had turned my blood to ice. “Vovó said she couldn’t compel me.”

“Either she didn’t know, or she lied.” Kalina’s face was emotionless but her hands kept fingering her bracelet. “Keep your distance from Kathryn. Your grandma being with you at that meeting was the only reason Kathryn didn’t try to compel you as well.”

My knees felt weak and a wave of nausea rippled through me. Something inside me believed her.

“Could she do that?” DJ asked. He still faced the window, but was apparently paying attention. “Could any Matriarca compel Yara?”

Kalina brushed her strawberry blonde hair over her shoulder. “Yes. And she doesn’t have to be your Matriarca to do it.” Her defeated expression seemed to mirror the dread I felt. “I tried fighting it, but Kathryn threatened to mark me.”

“I don’t know what that means.” I put my hand to my head. “I’m not sure I want to.”

Kalina sighed and with shaking hands folded her arms. “When a Waker is marked, it robs them of all of their abilities.”

“I didn’t even know that was possible.” I shuddered. Vovó had never mentioned anything like that to me.

“She’s done it to others” Kalina’s eyes were full of misery. “It was awful.”

I flinched and my stomach rolled. “How horrible.”

“I’m not surprised you’re grandma never told you about it. She seems very different from my Matriarca. To Kathryn, I’m nothing more than her foot soldier.” Kalina smiled, a grim expression that held more defiance than humor. “Which is why she shouldn’t be surprised that I brought you this.”

She unzipped her hoodie and withdrew a scroll.

I gasped, my eyes almost popping out of their sockets. I inched closer to her. “Is that . . .?”

DJ spun around, his eyes wide. His mouth opened and then snapped shut, only a strangled groan escaping. His nostrils flared, his hands clenched and unclenched. Our eyes met for a brief second, the color in his seemed wrong. And then he vanished.

“Does he do that a lot?” Kalina asked.

I glanced at her to say no, but my eyes caught on the scroll in her hand. When I reached out for it, she pulled it away.

“You won’t be able to keep it. They’ll notice if it’s missing, but you can read it before I return it.”

“That’s enough.”

Hope rose in my chest with the force of a tsunami. Deciding to go behind the council’s back couldn’t have been easy for Kalina. She’d basically committed treason. Even if the scroll didn’t help Brent, it meant a lot that she’d tried. Hopefully it would finally calm the storm of terror that constantly raged in the back of my mind over Brent’s health.

“I don’t know why you’ve done this, but I’m grateful.”

“I wanted to make up for the way we met. Threatening you wasn’t the best way to go. This, well . . .” She ran one of her hands up and down the paper. “It’s my way of showing you we aren’t like the Clutch. Not all of us.”

She held it out to me and my shaking hand stretched to take it. My finger brushed hers as we transferred it from her grip to mine. Before she could let go, two hands appeared out of thin air and grabbed us, one encircling my fist, the other holding Kalina’s.

We both cried out and tried to jerk free, but the grip tightened. The fingers were unforgiving, squeezing tight. My eyes followed the hand holding me, up the arms to a familiar face.

“DJ? What are you doing?”

He didn’t say anything as he stepped forward, dragging us with him. His green eyes looked wrong, like they had before he vanished. They were glazed over, the color flickering from emerald to lime green. Like Grady’s eyes.

“He’s being compelled!” I dug my feet into the carpet, pulling against DJ’s forward momentum. My gaze found Kalina’s, her eyes wide with panic.

A shiver of ice swept through me as one of the ghosts from Brazil appeared over her left shoulder. How did he get in here? Vovó had warded against them.

“Behind you!” I shouted.

Before she could react, he locked his arms around her. I tried to help, but DJ yanked me back, wrenching my arm, sending jolts of pain along my shoulder. Ghostly arms wrapped around me from behind, crushing me and lifting me off the ground. I grunted and thrashed, dangling in the air, trying to break free. The spirit squeezed harder, forcing the air from my lungs.

My mind fumbled for ways to escape. Three ghosts, all compelled. How did we overcome this? I had to get through to them, their real selves, like I would with any other ghost. “DJ, it’s Yara. I was the first girl you kissed. You threw a rock at me—”

The arms around me moved, one covering my mouth, cutting off my words, while the other restrained my free arm.

DJ’s grip loosened and his eyes stopped shifting colors for an instant and flitted to mine. I saw him spark to life, but then it vanished and DJ slipped back behind the fog.

I screamed against the ghostly fingers covering my lips, but it came out no more than a whimper. My head moved from side to side and my teeth searched for any place I could bite. I clamped down on a piece of ghostly flesh.

The spirit howled, knocking his head against mine, dazing me. His fingers dug into the tender skin of my cheeks, squeezing them until tears overflowed my eyes and my jaw loosened, releasing my teeth from his hand.

While the two ghosts fought to restrain us, DJ dragged us forward, his fingers sinking into the flesh, burning as they touched my spirit, until our hands were over the candle, the scroll close to the flame.

No!

I tried to command the wind to put out the candle, but fear surged through me, weakening my connection. Only a faint breeze tickled my face, wiping the tears across my cheeks.

DJ’s hold made it impossible for me to drop the scroll. I tried forcing my fingers open, but it was like trying to break free from an iron glove; I couldn’t do it.

I kicked, catching DJ in the knee. He snarled and elbowed me in the nose. Yellow light flashed in front of my eyes and my vision went blurry. I groaned as the pain hit and I tasted the salty, bitter warmth of the blood trickling from my nose.

Kalina screamed, still struggling with her captor.

We were both helpless, except I had one thing she didn’t, one thing that could put out the flame. My water ability.

I sent my senses out and searched the house for moisture. The water called for me, close in the walls. The pipes! In my bathroom I connected with it, and urged it up through the pipes, pushing against the valves. The house creaked and rattled as the water pulsed to get free.

DJ forced our arms down. I tried lifting away, but our hands inched nearer the flame.

The heat warmed my skin, turning hot, then almost unbearable until the length of scroll between the gap in Kalina’s hand and mine caught fire. As it lit up, water poured into the sink. I called it to me, begging it to hurry. Even as it drew near, the middle of the scroll erupted into flames.

“No!” Tears built behind my eyes and DJ tightened his grip. I convulsed in pain, watching as the fire spread, black smoke rising from the orange flames.

The brittle paper burned quickly, curling up into ash. When the tongues of fire licked my fingers, I screamed, watching the scroll fold into itself, crumpling, the pain in my hand dwarfed by the destruction of my hope.

Once the scroll had burnt to ash, DJ released us.

Instantly, I sprang backwards and the ghost holding me stumbled, his arms loosening enough for me to lunge toward my nightstand. Hands groped at my ankles as I opened the top drawer and grabbed the powder stored there. I flung it at the one holding my feet, swung around and shoved it into the face of the one holding Kalina. They both vanished, whimpering in pain. The water I’d summoned flooded into the room and drenched the flames.

Too late.

Kalina and I fell to the floor, panting for air.

“Yara?” DJ asked.

I pivoted, a fistful of powder ready.

DJ flinched, holding up his hands. “What . . . what happened?”

He looked completely bewildered. The flickering in his eyes had ceased, probably because he’d accomplished his task. DJ had burned my only lead about Brent’s illness.

My hand jerked forward to cover him in the powder, but I stopped myself, seeing the hurt in his eyes. With a growl I scrambled to the candle, tilting it towards me and grabbing the scroll. Water that had been caught in the candle’s glass container sloshed over my hand. I choked back a sob as the pressure from my fingers reduced the scroll to flecks of wet ash, black and unreadable that stuck to my skin.

I wiped the useless pieces from my hand and glared at DJ. Knowing he’d been compelled didn’t lessen the accusation in my voice.

“Why?” I demanded. My whole body trembled and my eyes narrowed at him.

“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “Yara. I’m . . .”

I turned my back to him. He didn’t finish his sentence and I didn’t care. Nothing he said would bring back the scroll.

Even though it had been against his will, I blamed him. He’d screwed us over. Again. Someone I’d trusted had destroyed our best lead for Brent’s cure. DJ had in effect become an accessory in Brent’s death. I’d seen the struggle inside him, trying to fight the order, but it didn’t dampen the feeling of betrayal.

Could I ever trust DJ again? Did I want to?

Kalina’s gentle hand on my shoulder startled me. “He left.”

My eyes darted around to find him gone; just like the scroll. Pieces of it still clung to my jeans. My nightstand was drenched from the downpour, the carpet squished beneath my feet. I picked up the candle and hurled it at the wall. My lamp went next. The sound of crashing glass didn’t soothe my anger. My fingers closed around a vase, but Kalina slipped it from my grasp.

“It won’t bring it back,” Kalina said.

With nothing to throw, I didn’t know what to do. A sound tunneled up from inside me, an agonized moan of pain I could never express in words.

Had it all been for nothing? Would Brent die because of what had happened here? Because of DJ?

I’d failed Brent.

I couldn’t breathe, as if the shattered pieces of my heart had punctured my lungs. My head felt heavy and my legs gave out. I dropped onto my bed, leaning forward so my chest rested against my thighs.

Kalina sat beside me cradling her hand against her body. “I’ve never had that happen before. It hurt like a brat.”

Her words slowly filtered through my thoughts. “Like a brat?”

Her cheeks flushed. “Um, yeah. My mother was . . . is really big on the whole not swearing thing. I have a lot of those expressions.”

“Well, you’re right. It hurt like a brat.”

In every possible way. It went deeper than the bruises already darkening my skin. It lay in the portions of me no one could ever see.

Numb, I stood and walked to my dresser. “I have some lotion. It’s a salve, really.” How I could talk to her like this while my insides were bleeding from grief was beyond me. I studied the DJ sized finger burn on my hand. I never thought I’d have marks like this from him. “It really helps.”

“Had experience with this?”

A humorless laugh escaped my lips. “More than you probably want to know.”

I led her to my bathroom, still unsteady on my feet. The familiar itchy feeling that I’d been experiencing lately traveled across my arms and down my legs. I shook out my hands, grimacing when I moved my wrist.

Water still gushed from the faucet. In my effort to bring the water to me, I must have forced the handles to turn. I twisted them off. Mixed in with my Bath and Body Works lotions was the one I needed.

I squirted some on her arm as well as my own, and wetted some tissues to wash the blood off my face. My cheeks bore pink, finger-shaped marks from where the ghost had covered my mouth. They felt raw, but I didn’t think they would bruise. The burns on my hand throbbed. I dabbed them with lavender oil, which immediately cooled them. Kalina dripped some on her hands as well.

She sighed as the lotion and oil started to work their magic. “So much better.”

If only it could ease the pain of losing the scroll so easily. I collapsed on the edge of the tub. “Please tell me you read the scroll.”

“No.” She leaned heavily against the counter. “I’m sorry.”

“Of course not. Why would you take the time to read the priceless Waker artifact you stole?”

“I didn’t expect your friend to show up and destroy it!” She pushed off of the sink. “He turned traitor.”

She hovered over me but I didn’t budge, just clenched my hands on my lap. “He was being compelled!”

She blinked at me before slithering back, giving me some breathing room.

“By Crosby, who is always one step ahead of us,” she said in a calm voice. “He’s the one to blame. We can’t turn on each other.”

She was right. I couldn’t blame DJ, not really. And it wasn’t Kalina’s fault; she’d been trying to help. So much rage boiled inside me that I had to do something. I kicked my heel against the tub and then grunted in pain, physical and emotional.

“Today didn’t go the way I planned.” She pressed the palms of her hands into her eyes. “They’ll know for sure the scroll is missing.”

I gently massaged my aching foot. She’d taken a risk, gone against the council to help, only for it to turn into this. “Are you going to get in trouble?”

“Yes, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing does anymore.” She studied her injured hand, looking lost, broken. “He was your friend, wasn’t he? The ghost who did this.”

“He was.” I sighed. “No, he still is. I know DJ was compelled to do that. I could see the fight in his eyes as he burned it.”

I hung my head. “What’s the good of knowing what to do if I can’t actually do any of it? I have the powder to banish the ghosts, but they pin my arms down before I can use it. And I know how to get through to the compelled ghosts, but not when my mouth is covered. This is so frustrating!”

“At least you kept your head. I panicked. I’ve never been attacked by a ghost before. I so wasn’t ready for it.” She straightened the blue and white striped hand towel beside her. “You know you can’t trust DJ now, right?”

“I do.” My fingers played with the edge of the blue shower curtain. “Actually, I never fully trusted him when he was alive either.”

“Well, he is the reason Crosby has the journals.”

“How did you know about . . . never mind; the visions, right?”

“Yep. But sometimes I rely on them too much and I get blindsided, like I did today. I never saw DJ coming.” Kalina shuddered and held her injured wrist tighter to her chest. “Did he die recently?”

“Yeah. After Crosby killed his sister, DJ went back for revenge and got himself killed.”

Kalina bit her lip. “And now the poor sap is being forced to work with him.”

“Apparently. I didn’t know that until today. I don’t think he did either.”

“Crosby is so messed up. I bet he loved making DJ betray you. Nothing burns like a knife in the back from a friend.”

“But how did he know you were going to bring me the scroll?”

“We’re pretty sure he has a Waker working for him. She might be a seer. More likely he gave DJ the order to destroy it if he ever saw it. DJ did disappear right when I mentioned the scroll, maybe to give a report?”

“Probably.”

“Too bad I didn’t see that in a vision.” Kalina wiped her hands on her jeans. “I better go.”

I sat quietly, trying to stop myself from asking, but when she reached my bedroom door I jumped to my feet and called out Kalina’s name.

“Can I ask you something about your visions?” I asked softly.

Her hand rested on the doorknob. “Are you sure you want to know?”

“You already know what I want to ask?”

She faced me, the corners of her mouth turned down. “You want to know what I’ve seen about Brent.”

I nodded, and held my breath waiting. I wanted to know. Didn’t I?

She leaned back against the door. “I’ve seen him dying and walking into the light.”

“But you’re wrong sometimes. You said they catch you off guard. You’ve seen people die and then they survive, right?”

“I have. Sometimes I see other possibilities, alternate paths where different choices can lead, but I’m never wrong.”

My breath caught on the optimism brewing in my chest. “Brent’s alternate routes? How do they end?”

She dropped her gaze, staring at her shoes. Her silence, her hunched shoulders spoke the words her mouth didn’t.

My hope disappeared like a mirage. “There has to be something we can do.”

She looked up and met my eyes, hers sad and brutally honest. “Nothing changes it. In every scenario I’ve seen, Brent dies and goes into the light.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

I huddled on my window seat, lost in a fog of dark thoughts so thick nothing could penetrate it. The image of Brent walking into the light looped in my head until I thought I might be sick.

I grabbed one of my old teddy bears and hugged it to me while I stared out the window. It had started to rain and I watched the water lines as they trailed down the glass. My breath fogged the glass and I barely recognized the sullen girl reflected back at me.

When my cell phone buzzed in my pocket, my muscles felt cramped and sore from holding the same position for so long. I missed the call but the new message jingle chirped. I pushed 1 and listened.

Cherie’s chipper voice brought me back a little.

“Hey, Yara! Sorry if I scared you. You’re probably wondering what happened to me after I left your room. Crosby didn’t get to me; Steve did.” She squealed. “I have so much to tell you. I’ll see you and Brent tonight at dinner. We’re still meeting at Wood Ranch at six, right? Oh, and I want to know what happened with Kalina, too. See you soon!”

I’d been so consumed with the loss of the scroll I hadn’t even noticed Cherie’s disappearance. I deleted the message and checked the time. It was a little after five, just enough time to get ready for our double date.

I’d meant to tell Vovó about the attack, but instead allowed my worry to consume me. Now there wasn’t time. I'd have to tell her after dinner.

Kalina’s words had depressed me and brought every fear I had out into the open. She said Brent was going to die. I knew I’d been harboring the same worries since graduation, but now when confronted with them I couldn’t handle it.

Only one thing kept me from sinking into a debilitating depression: Kevin’s message that a cure existed.

I didn’t doubt what Kalina had seen, but there were things that caught her by surprise. Maybe Kevin’s nudge was a curve she hadn’t factored in. Kevin wouldn’t have lied.

It came down to accepting Kalina’s pronouncement or clinging to the thread of hope my brother had given me. If I had to choose, I would choose hope.

Before I left, I spent extra time on my appearance, adding more color to my eyes than normal and putting on a black sundress I’d just bought and applying a lot of anti-frizz product to my hair to counteract what the whacked out spirit world was doing to it.

I noticed that the handprint across my mouth had faded enough that my foundation covered it completely. My neck was a mess of yellow and blue bruises, older marks left from the attack in Brazil and Grady’s newer ones. I draped a scarf around my neck to hide the worst of it. DJ’s imprint on my wrist and hand I partially concealed with a selection of bracelets, though they scraped against the tender skin.

The doorbell rang. I grabbed my purse and headed toward the door.

“I let myself in,” Brent called. He whistled at me when I walked down the stairs. “You look gorgeous.”

He gave me a quick peck when I stepped into the foyer. I slipped my hands around his waist and pulled him closer for a lingering kiss. He pressed himself against me and guided us back a few steps until I was resting against the wall. His lips left my mouth and he trailed kisses down my neck and then back up, nibbling around the scarf. His moist breath tickled my ear.

“If you kiss me like that because I haven’t seen you in two days, then we need to spend more time apart,” he said.

I smiled sadly. Yes, I’d missed him but with Kalina’s dreary words fresh in my ears, I couldn’t get enough of him. His warmth seeped into me, proving he was real, here, solid, and, in this moment, healthy. I brought my lips back to his. My fingers crept up his neck until they tangled in his hair. Deepening the kiss, I pulled him closer. He groaned into my mouth.

“Look what I found!” My father walked toward us, a silver sword in hand. He held it up and the ruby-eyed dragon on the hilt glittered in the hallway light. “This is the one you liked, right Brent?”

Brent held up his hands like he was surrendering. “That’s the one.”

My father’s burst of laughter and wink was his only answer.

“That isn’t funny!” I knew my dad was only kidding, but the words ate away at me. I couldn’t handle even hinting at Brent dying. Not after Kalina’s words.

My dad lowered the sword and frowned at me. “It was a joke. You know I like Brent.”

“Yara—” Brent started.

“I know. I know.” I took a deep breath and shook my head, but I couldn’t stop the shaking in my hands. “It’s just been a rough day.”

I really didn’t want to get into it right then. Everything felt too raw. I took a deep breath. “On that happy note, we better leave or we’ll be late.”

“Not dressed like that, Queridinha. It’s raining outside and he likes it too much.” My dad flashed a halfhearted grin and pointed an accusing finger at Brent, easing the tension.

“Thanks, Dad.” I gave him a kiss on the cheek before retrieving my coat and an umbrella from the hall closet and heading out.

I turned the music up loud in the car—leaving the station on one of Brent’s favorites instead of turning it to jazz. I didn’t want to talk about what had happened in the hallway. I couldn’t. Not yet.

Cherie and Steve were already seated when we arrived. The wood and dark leather gave the restaurant a rustic feel, and the tantalizing smell of the barbeque made my mouth water. Our friends were in a booth near the back that had a view of the Dos Lagos lakes. They were smiling so wide, I knew something big had happened.

Before I even sat down, Cherie jumped to her feet.

“We’re engaged!”

She stuck out her hand to show me the huge diamond on her finger. I grabbed her hand and brought it closer to my face. The gem sparkled, even in the dim light.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Cherie gushed.

“Oh. Wow. I don’t even know what to say.”

“‘Congratulations’ works,” Brent said, giving Cherie a hug and leaning across the table to thump Steve on the back.

An emotion I really didn’t want to name swelled in my throat. I swallowed it down and forced a smile.

“Congratulations,” I finally managed, throwing my arms around Cherie. “I’m so happy for you.”

Cherie squealed, jumping up and down. I knew I should be celebrating with her, but I couldn’t. I could barely manage fake enthusiasm. Keeping the artificial grin on my lips, I slid into the booth next to Brent.

“When Steve and I broke up I thought it was the end for us,” Cherie admitted. “I thought we’d never end up here.”

“Our breakup taught me a lot. “ Steve pressed a kiss to Cherie’s temple and gazed at her in adoration. “Like that my life was crap without her.”

“So, when is the big day?” Brent asked.

“I’m trying to convince her to elope to Vegas this weekend,” Steve said. “Or maybe to get hitched while bungee jumping, but she isn’t having it.”

“My parents would kill us.” She leaned against his side. “We’re going to have to be engaged for about a year. I want my bachelors degree first. That gives me plenty of time to plan. I’m not sure where we should get married though.”

I mentally shook myself. I was happy for Cherie and Steve. Ecstatic. They deserved this. Pushing past my own feelings I focused on possible wedding venues. As they talked, ideas and images of different wedding locations flitted through my mind until it snagged on one.

I cleared my throat and everyone gave me their attention. “As the self-appointed maid of honor, I know the perfect location,” I said.

“As if anyone else would even be in the running for the position.” Cherie clasped her hands together. “Where do you suggest?”

“The Queen Mary.”

Cherie’s mouth hung open. “Oh. My. Stiletto. Heels. That is perfect.”

“The old ocean liner?” Brent asked helping himself to one of the garlic rolls on the table. “The one dubbed the Grey Ghost?”

“And had a bounty put on it by Hitler. Yes, that’s the one.” Cherie started counting off the reasons it was perfect on her fingers. “It has history. It’s gorgeous. It’s on the water, so it’s near the beach if we want pictures there. And most importantly, it’s haunted.”

“Of course there would be ghosts.” Steve rubbed his finger across Cherie’s engagement ring. “It sounds perfect. I couldn’t care less where it happens, only that it does.”

Feeling much more in the mood, I held out my hand. “Let me see that rock again.” Cherie extended her hand, wiggling her ring finger. The large pear shaped solitaire stood out amid the crisscrossed bands of diamonds set in the platinum ring. “You did good Steve. It’s very Cherie.”

“I know my woman.” Steve puffed out his chest. “So, Brent, are you going to be the best man at my haunted wedding?”

Brent nodded. “Of course, if I’m alive.” He laughed, but there was no humor behind it. “I’m sure I can squeeze in a tux fitting between Crosby, the Council, and the hunt for the scroll.”

Guilt hit me with the precision of a sharp shooter. Brent didn’t know the scroll had burned. My body had pretty much shut down this afternoon, so no one except Kalina, DJ, and I knew the truth, but Brent needed to know. I had to tell him.

Steve’s smile wobbled for a second. “Well, since you have nothing going on, I expect you to be standing beside me when I get married.”

Cherie took her hand back and I let mine rest on the table. My bracelets shifted and the angry black and blue shape of DJ’s fingers stood out against my skin. Brent’s eyes narrowed and I held my breath.

“What happened?” Brent asked.

“That looks bad.” Cherie squinted at my arm. “I thought Grady’s bruises were healing.”

I blushed. “Um, they are.”

“Grady?” Brent took my arm and gently shifted the bracelets aside.

Cherie stared at my wounds. “Wait. Grady’s bruises were on your neck and mostly on your other arm. These are new. Did Kalina do that to you?”

This was not how I had planned to tell Brent. I kicked Cherie under the table.

She grimaced. “Ow.”

“Kalina? Who’s Grady?” I now had Brent’s full attention. “What’s going on? What have I missed?”

Brent’s head swiveled between Cherie and me. Before I could pull away, Brent unknotted the scarf around my neck. His lips thinned when he saw the marks.

“I didn’t want you to worry, but I’ve had a couple of run-ins recently.” I really didn’t want to tell him, not just about the ghost attacks, but also about the scroll. I had to. I knew it, but it didn’t change the ball of dread rolling in my stomach.

Brent’s nostrils flared. “Run-ins? Plural?”

I swallowed and held my hand up. “Before I start, please remember, I am here with you all safe and sound.”

Brent didn’t say anything. Cherie and Steve watched us from the other side of the table. If they’d had popcorn, I was sure they’d be munching on it like they were watching a gripping scene in a movie.

I wiped the condensation off my glass. “One of the spirits who attacked me in Brazil found me at the bookstore here.”

“And you di—”

“Turns out his name is Grady and he’s being compelled against his will to work for Crosby.” I glanced at a scowling Brent. “I’ve been researching him so I can try and break the compulsion next time I see him.”

Brent opened his mouth and I rushed to finish before he spoke. “Then Kalina came today, and she was giving me the scroll.” Brent’s eyes widened and he leaned forward. “But a compelled DJ and two other ghosts attacked us and burned it. I managed to get free, grab some powder, and throw it at them. Then they vanished.”

The three of them were completely silent.

“And that’s it.” I folded my hands on the table and waited.

Finally Brent pushed his hair out of his eyes. “DJ’s working for Crosby again? That guy has been bad news since he threw that rock at you.”

“It isn’t his fault.”

“I. Don’t. Care.” Brent’s face turned almost purple. “He hurt you. And if he wasn’t dead I would kill him myself.”

“That’s what you care about?” I shook my head. “He destroyed the scroll. That’s what I’m not sure I can forgive. We’ll never know what it said about the cure.”

“I doubt it could help me at all.” Brent waved off my concern. His forehead wrinkled. “What bothers me is that he hurt you.”

“I’m okay.” I sighed and leaned against him.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about all of this.”

I peeked at him from under my lowered eyelashes. “I understand now why you didn’t tell me about seeing the ghosts.”

Brent groaned. “I guess I deserve that. But having stuff kept from you sucks. You were right. No more secrets. Agreed?”

“Deal.”

He held out his hand and I shook it, then he brushed his lips against mine

I kissed him once more before asking, “Are you upset about the scroll?”

“I’m not sure it matters anyway.” His whole body drooped. While I watched, the inner light that usually shown from him dimmed, like his hope had died. “I really don’t think there’s anything that can cure me.”

“Don’t say that,” Steve said before I could.

“There’s still hope, Brent,” Cherie said.

Brent shrugged and took a sip of water.

“What’s with that shrug?” I turned in the booth so I could face him. “Does that mean you’ve given up?”

“I don’t think you want me to answer that.”

“You told me you still had hope.”

“That was before I knew our one clue went up in flames. Most of my positive thoughts went with it.”

His brown eyes seemed dead, lifeless.

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. How could he say that? He couldn’t give up hope. Not when I was so close to losing mine.

“Brent, a positive attitude alone can help a patient live longer and—”

“Cherie, Please stop. I don’t want to talk about it. I’m still going to search for answers, and fight.” His mouth may have said what I wanted to hear, but his tone, his expression, the half dead look in his eyes told me he didn’t believe them.

“I told you about what Kevin said when he appeared to me,” I said.

“I remember.” Brent’s gaze slid from mine. He cleared his throat before bringing one of his hands to his lips and biting his fingernail. “How are you going to deal with the DJ problem?”

I didn’t want to let him change the topic, to let him off the hook, but how could I make him care if he didn’t want to? I couldn’t. Instead of following that depressing thought down a dark rabbit hole, I cleared my throat and made myself answer his question. “I’m going to talk to Vovó tonight about putting up wards to keep DJ out. Originally she had it so he could get in, but obviously that has to change. I’m not sure how the other two got in. Hopefully she’ll know.”

“Do it tonight.” Brent’s tone didn’t allow for arguing. But his voice softened as he added, “Please. I won’t be able to sleep if I have to worry about another attack.”

It was hard to argue when I could tell how truly concerned he was for my safety. I wish he were as concerned for his own. “I promise.”

After that it took a while for the conversation to start rolling again, but by the time the waitress took our order, Cherie and Steve at least seemed to have returned to their previous emotional high. As they talked and planned, my eyes kept flickering between the ring on Cherie’s finger and my own bare one.

Jealousy twisted in my gut as they smiled at each other. I hated myself for it. There they sat planning a life together. A life free of ghosts and corrupt politicians. They could plan a future that didn’t involve a countdown clock to death. At least Cherie knew that Steve loved her enough to plan on spending the rest of his life with her.

Brent had never brought up marriage. Not once. But even if he did, how long did I really have with Brent? Not long enough. My chest constricted and my stomach churned with acidity as Kalina’s prediction echoed in my mind.

Nothing changes it. Brent dies.

I felt like a rowboat, adrift and alone in the middle of a vast, empty ocean.

Brent sat stiff as an ironing board beside me. Still feeling adrift in my metaphorical rowboat, I reached out to grab his hand. He tucked it under his leg. The rejection stung, and my heart felt like it had been pummeled with a hammer.

I tightened the muscles in my throat, fighting the tears gathering in my eyes. “I need to use the restroom.”

Cherie and Steve only had eyes for each other, but Brent’s head snapped toward me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” I gave him a tight smile and slid out of the booth. It was a lie, but what else could I say? I didn’t want to ruin this moment for Cherie and Steve. They deserved it, and I didn’t want to take it away by making this moment about me. My problems already took up too much of their time.

The tears started to fall before I reached the restroom. A hand I immediately recognized as Brent’s cradled the nape of my neck. He pulled me into a hug and walked me backwards until we left the restaurant and sat on the wooden benches outside.

My head rested against his chest and I took comfort in the steady thump of his heartbeat while his fingers ran through my hair. His citrusy-musky scent was almost more torment than comfort in this moment.

“I know.” I felt his sigh. “That was hard to watch.”

“It was hard for you too?” I sniffled. “I didn’t think you wanted to get married.”

His arms gripped me harder. “Is that what you think?”

I moved my head up and down. “Sort of. You’ve never talked about it. The few times I brought it up last year you changed the subject.”

“I do want to get married. I want to marry you.” His finger traced around my earlobe. “But we’ll never have that moment.”

“We could.” I dabbed at my eyes with the sleeve of my coat before tilting my head so I could gaze into his heavenly chocolate brown eyes. His fingers trailed down my neck and around my collarbone.

“We could . . . but it would be a lie.”

“A lie?” His words felt like a slap to my face. “That we love each other and want to spend our lives together?”

“I am going to spend the rest of my life with you. A marriage is to build a future together.” His voice turned gruff. “We don’t have one.”

My heart withered like a grape left too long on the vine. I turned away and started to get up. He must have read the devastation on my face, because he stopped me and held me in place.

“Wait. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

I stared at the buttons on his shirt. “I hope not.”

“If I could plan on living for the next sixty years, you’d be the center of every minute. But a married life involves plans for a house, kids, sitting on the porch bouncing grandkids on our knees. I wish I could give you those things, but I can’t. I won’t be able to.”

He’d never talked about our future—or lack thereof—in such a blunt way. It hurt, mostly because everything seemed to point to the truthfulness of his words.

“You can’t tell the future,” I said. As soon as I spoke, I wished I could call back my words. Someone who could see the future already told me he wouldn’t survive this.

“No, but short of a miracle, I know what’s going to happen to me.” He took my hand in his and brought it to his lips. “You know I love you. You’re my everything, the reason I’m still fighting this with everything I have. But Yara, the medicine from the Clutch is losing its potency. Even if we can find a way to replicate it, I’ll eventually build up such a tolerance to it that I’ll have to drink gallons of it every day, and eventually that won’t be enough either. There’s no future for us because there’s not one for me. I know I’ll never have the years with you that I dream of. But marrying you . . .”

He took a strand of my hair and tucked it behind my ear. “Marrying you would do me in. It wouldn’t be a happy celebration. It would only remind me that I’ll never have more than that moment with you, not the lifetime I want.”

“But . . .”

“I would do anything for you, Yara, but please don’t ask me to do that. I’m going to spend every last minute I have left with you already. I know it isn’t enough, and I know you deserve more, but I can’t give it to you. Not to mention, I worry if we tied the knot it would be that much harder for you to lose me.”

“It wouldn’t, Brent. Believe me, nothing is going to make that any harder or easier. When you talk about your death so matter-of-factly, it scares me. You make it sound like it doesn’t matter. I know you’d die for me Brent. You’ve proven that, but do you love me enough to live for me? To keep fighting?”

He didn’t even hesitate. “Of course I do.”

A bit of the tension in my chest eased. A tiny bit. “I needed to hear that, needed to know you weren’t giving up.”

“I’m not, I’m just trying to prepare us both.”

“Please don’t. It doesn’t help. It only makes it worse.”

Brent took a deep breath and nodded. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I don’t want to die. I want to live a life with you, grow old with you. My heart is yours and I love you, as much as a man is capable of loving a woman. You aren’t just some girl, Yara; you’re the girl. My girl.”

His words were both beautiful and heart-breaking. Tears blurred my vision. “That’s exactly how I feel about you. You have to understand that I can’t simply replace you, Brent. No one will be able to measure up to you. You’re the man for me. My guy. The other half of my soul.”

The smile he gave me was like a ray of sunshine on this rainy night.

“I won’t bring up marriage again. Not now that I understand how you feel. And why. But you need to understand, there isn’t going to be someone else out there for me. Not like you.” I kissed the corner of his mouth. “I’m so glad you love me.”

“I’ll always love you.”

I cried openly now, not just from the dim prospects of the future, but from the beauty of his words. People passed by, cars honked and it started to rain again, but none of it fazed me. Brent held me in his arms and I knew someday he wouldn’t be able to anymore. I clung to him and he held me just as tight. In that moment I felt like we were keeping each other afloat, to avoid drowning beneath the trials we were experiencing. He rested his chin on top of my head. I watched the drips of rain sending ripples in a puddle. It felt like heaven cried for us too.

I snuggled back into Brent’s arms until the tempest of emotions inside me calmed. After taking a deep breath I said, “Okay. I’m ready to go be happy for our friends.”

He gave me a sad smile and with a gentle hand wiped away my tears. “I am so jealous of them, but I’m happy for them too.”

I gave him a watery smile. “Same here.”

As we walked hand in hand back to the table, I vowed to myself that somehow I would get my happily ever after with Brent. Somehow.
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Brent kissed me goodnight on my parents’ front porch and stroked the back of his hand down my cheek. “I’ll text you when I get in. Let me know as soon as you talk to Vovó.”

“I will.” We exchanged a long hug before I walked inside. I kicked off my heels and decided to change into my PJ’s before talking to Vovó.

I flipped on the light in my room and bit back a scream when I saw DJ sitting on my bed. Even though I knew this afternoon wasn’t his fault, anger surged in me.

“What do you want? My grandma is here and—”

“Please don’t call her.” He swung his legs back and forth, reminding me of the small boy I had once kissed. “I deserve for her to banish me or whatever she did to Thomas. I know I can’t be trusted, but I had to tell you how sorry I am.”

I opened my mouth to call for help but hesitated when I saw the look on his face. The remorse radiated from it so openly, his eyes shone with regret and guilt. The normal green color had returned to his eyes and I could tell the compulsion didn’t have him in its thrall. Still, not wanting to be stupid, I decided against entering the room. Just to be safe.

“It’s only me in my head right now; I swear.” He tapped his index finger against his temple. “I’m not on some horrible secret mission from our archenemy.”

I could still smell the smoke and the scent of the peace and calming candle. Shards of glass from my temper tantrum littered the floor. The remnants of the betrayal accused DJ even as he asked for forgiveness.

“Did you know?”

His forehead creased. “Know what?”

I rested my shoulder against my doorjamb. “Did you know that you were working for Crosby? Did you know he controlled you?”

“No. Absolutely not.” He shook his head. “Not until it was over.”

He wrung his hands together. “I tried to fight it; I swear. It was like I was in there screaming at myself to stop. For one moment I heard your voice and I almost got out, but . . .”

My heart jumped a few beats. “So I did break through?”

“Yeah. I remember seeing Kalina take out the scroll and then I was in front of Clarke telling her what I’d seen. I can’t remember what she looks like, but that’s Crosby’s Waker. Clarke.” He shuddered and his expression turned bleak. “She told me to destroy it. Ordered the other two to go with me. And you know the rest.”

I held up my injured hand, letting the bracelets fall away and show the marks he’d left behind. “Yeah, I know the rest.”

His shoulders slumped. “I did that, didn’t I?”

I nodded. In the silence, I could almost hear the clenching of my heart seeing him in my room again. He might not have been at fault, not really, but seeing him still hurt. It reminded me of everything that had gone wrong this afternoon and caused a physical pain in my chest.

“Sorry doesn’t even begin to describe how I’m feeling right now.” DJ jumped from the bed. “I know you shouldn’t trust me. And I know I may have ruined Brent’s chances for getting better, but I want to help. I need to.”

I sighed. “You told me yourself not to trust the spirits. Now I understand why. They turned you against us and they could do it again.”

“I know. You’d be stupid to trust me and you aren’t stupid.” He seemed to be studying his shoes. “I, however, am stupid almost at every turn. I knew he had a Waker. I even knew she was strong, but I never suspected they’d put the whammy on me.”

“You remember my word ‘whammy’, huh?” I smiled despite myself.

“Yeah.” He gave a slight smile. “I thought Sophia was convincing, but she has nothing on Clarke. It’s bad enough they killed me. Did they really have to take away my free will too?”

“They knew you could get inside information. And that a betrayal from you would hurt more.”

“Hurt us both more. You know, if I weren’t already dead I’d want to kill myself right now. I loathe myself for what I did.”

Watching him chastise himself for something he had no control over helped cool my anger. I could feel his agitation like an almost palpable thing. “I know what you need, DJ.”

“Yeah, me too; a weird time loop thing like you had so I can undo my death.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “At least you know what it’s like to be dead. You understand.”

“I do. Sort of. But I wasn’t brainwashed. And I wasn’t alone; I had Brent.”

DJ groaned and covered his face. “I don’t even want to think about what Brent is going to do if he gets his hands on me.”

“He isn’t your biggest fan right now.”

“Can’t blame him.” DJ winced. “That bruise I put on you makes me sick.”

I stepped closer and held out my hand so he could see the ugly, handprint-shaped purple and black bruise again. “That was all you.”

“I don’t ever want to do that again.” He walked to the window. “Please help me.”

I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “Okay, then while you’re in control, we’ve got to cross you over.”

“I don’t want you to help me cross over.” He crossed his arms and rested against the windowsill.

“When I said I knew what you needed, that’s what I meant.” I raised my eyebrows. “What exactly did you think I could do for you?”

He threw his hands up in the air. “You’re the ghost whiz. I assumed there was a spell or something you could use to free me. Or maybe you could undo her control over me and tether me to you instead, like I could be your personal spirit companion or slave or something.”

“We’re not like Clarke, or the American Wakers.” I stepped into my room and sat on the chair by my bed. “It’s one thing to command a ghost to help the spirit into the light, but to bind one to a person . . . they could lose their free will completely, their ability to choose. The spells that do that go against everything my grandmother has taught me. Even if they didn’t, I’m not sure they could undo Clarke’s hold on you.”

“I can’t live . . . exist like this anymore.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “I’m determined to break free from Clarke, with you or without you. After that, I plan to fight Crosby.” He shook his head. “But with my lousy luck, some other Waker will capture me. Not all Wakers out there share your ethics about ghost rights. I’d rather serve you out of choice than be forced into servitude by someone else. Please, Yara, I’m begging you. You want ghosts to have peace. I’m a ghost and this is the only way I’ll ever have any.”

The heartache and desperation in his voice swayed me. “Alright. Let’s go talk to Vovó.”

We found her in the kitchen having a cup of hot chocolate with my dad. Even though my father couldn’t see ghosts he loved being involved in Waker business so he sat in on our conversation, picking up any information he could. He murmured tender words when he saw my bruise and threatened DJ in two languages if he ever hurt me again.

“How did the others get around my wards?” Vovó asked, folding her napkin in half.

“I broke one of your jars so the other spirits could get through. It was the one leaning against the back fence.”

Vovó immediately left the table, going first to her room to collect a new jar and then to the backyard, returning a few minutes later.

“I have fixed the wards.” Vovó pushed her glasses up her nose and studied DJ. “You are a more powerful spirit than you let on, to have moved the jar.”

DJ cast his eyes down. “I didn’t know I could do that.”

“But Crosby did,” Vovó said.

“Probably.” DJ stuck his hands in his pocket. “I hate what he’s done to me, controlling me, manipulating me. Can you help?”

I had expected Vovó to go off on ghost rights but after listening to DJ’s story and the details about this afternoon she said, “Binding DJ is a good idea.”

“How does this not violate everything that you have taught me about the sanctity of the spirit?” I asked.

She took a sip of her drink before answering. “He volunteered. This is his choice. And right now this other Waker has taken that from him. Besides, it may be important to have a loyal spirit with us.”

“I don’t trust him,” my dad said. “Having him bound to you makes me uneasy, Mãe. He’d be too close to Yara.”

“He wouldn’t be bound to me,” Vovó said. “I’m binding him to Yara. With his ability to touch her, he might be able to protect her in ways we can not yet see.”

“Or betray her, if his past is any indication.” My father and grandmother stared at each other for a long time before my dad finally looked away. “What if he only pretends to be bound to you and he is still linked to your enemies?”

“I know I am strong enough to break this Clarke’s hold over our DJ.” My grandma reached toward DJ. She wasn’t a Returned like me so she and DJ couldn’t touch, but she patted the air near his face. DJ’s sheepish expression made me smile.

My father scowled. “Can another Matriarca compel him after he’s bound to Yara?”

“No,” my grandma said. “Normally, any ghost can be compelled by a Matriarca. But not when they are bound to another Waker.”

Dad tapped his fist against the table. “If you really think this is a good idea, Mãe, I’ll go along with it, but I still don’t like it. Dying didn’t suddenly make him trustworthy.”

“I understand why you’re worried,” Vovó said, “but a binding involves a loyalty oath.”

“If anyone could find a way to weasel out of a loyalty oath, it’d be him.” My father pointed to the scar above my left eye and the bruise on my arm. “He has not earned Yara’s trust.”

“I’m not even going to try to deny it,” DJ said. “Tell him that. I know I don’t deserve it. I made a lot of mistakes while I was alive and obviously some—even if they weren’t my fault—while I was dead. I want to make this right. I want to help and I don’t want to ever hurt Yara again.”

I relayed his message to my dad who muttered something about needing a sword that could hurt a ghost. Vovó and I both knew that was my father’s way of relenting.

“Very well.” Vovó clapped her hands together. “This is a rare occurrence to have a spirit willing to bind itself in service to a Waker. It should prove to be the strongest of bonds.”

Vovó shepherded DJ and I into her bedroom. The amber throw pillows and shimmery gold bedspread accented the warm yellow walls. A soothing herbal smell lingered in the air, and the wind chime outside her window tinkled in the wind. Bottles of herbal remedies lined the shelves and several plants bloomed on her windowsill.

Vovó burned a large sage candle that she’d sprinkled with a few other herbs, some of which I didn’t recognize—I made a mental note to ask her about them later. In a glass bowl she crushed nettle leaf, oregano, lemon balm, and calendula flowers before pouring in some distilled water to form a paste. She dipped a pair of scissors into the mixture. While circling DJ, she opened and closed the blades, snipping around him, chanting softly. The air grew heavy and DJ’s hair and clothes rustled as if caught in a storm.

A deep fissure sliced across his cheek and down his neck, disappearing under his shirt where blue liquid— I called it spirit blood—seeped through the material over his un-beating heart.

DJ gasped, bending forward.

The slash on his cheek traveled up his face and made a jagged cut across his forehead. Everywhere the gash spread, the thick blue flowed. DJ screamed. His whole body tensed and he shot up, his arms and legs rigid.

Vovó’s voice rose higher, louder, firmer until she stabbed the scissors into the burning candle.

With that the room grew still, so quiet I could almost hear my heart beating.

A wounded and blue-covered DJ collapsed to his knees, falling forward until he rested on the ground, whimpering.

“Yara,” Vovó said in her normal voice. “Hurry now. Help him to his knees. You kneel in front of him”

I dropped to floor and slid my arms under him, ignoring the stickiness of his shirt, and hoisted the unsteady and panting DJ to his knees. He was too weak to keep himself from falling forward so I hugged him to me, his head tucked into the nook of my shoulder.

“This is a little different because you can touch one another.” She set the scissors down. “But it should make for a good pairing. Take both of his hands in yours, Yara.”

Grandma lit a new candle and started burning lavender and several other herbs. She poured blue sand into a white bowl, then combined it with yellow sand from another jar. She added herbs, oils and flowers as she began to chant. Her words swirled around me and soon I found myself chanting along with her, speaking the words without understanding them as they formed on my tongue. Against my shoulder I could feel DJ’s lips moving in unison with ours.

Vovó poured the contents of the bowl over our heads. It rained over us, filling the space between us, falling through my eyelashes, landing on my tongue as I continued to chant.

A warmth started in my mouth, stretching up inside my skull and traveling down my throat, throughout my body. It spread to my fingers, to my toes. The powder in the air glittered before exploding into bright bursts of light, growing brighter until the whole room was bathed in a white light that made the two of us seem to shine. DJ glowed yellow and his head lifted from my shoulder, kneeling with his own strength. My own fingers sparkled with flecks of blue.

The internal warmth grew to a fervent heat, almost a burning, and my pulse raced until it felt like something shot from my heart at the exact moment that something entered it. A similar feeling of release and entry echoed in my head.

The yellow shine of DJ’s light swirled around the blue of mine, and the room flashed in a bright emerald burst. A visible string of verdant light connected my heart to DJ’s and a similar filament linked our minds. Our eyes met, his green ones wide and his gaze penetrating. I couldn’t look away, didn’t want to.

In that instant, I knew I could trust DJ. That he would always be there for me. The green luminance around us intensified until I had to close my eyes. The air pressed against me, stealing my breath, filling my ears until my body trembled. With a loud pop, the pressure vanished and the incredible light behind my eyes subsided.

I swayed on my knees, my eyes opening.

“Wow,” I said falling against DJ.

Vovó clapped her hands. “Wonderful!”

“I’ve got you,” DJ said, helping me to my feet.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Better. A little shell-shocked, but better.” He looked it. The wounds that had appeared when Vovó had severed his tie to Clarke were healed.

“So, I think that worked.” A quick glance confirmed the tether I had seen between us had vanished. I knew it still connected us, but was no longer visible.

He snorted. “I’d say. You rock, Vovó. That was amazing.”

“Do feel robbed of your free will?” I asked, only half kidding.

DJ laughed. “Not at all. I don’t feel trapped anymore. And until your grandma ripped that out of me, I didn’t even realize I could feel Clarke inside me. But being bound to you—or whatever it’s called—feels like . . . freedom.” He fingered his temple. “I know that you would never ask me to do something horrible or force me to do something that was wrong.”

I smiled at him. “And I know I can always count on you.”

“You can,” he said, completely serious. I could feel how much he meant it.

“Perfeito.” While we’d been talking Vovó had almost finished putting away her supplies. “I have never performed one of those before. I hadn’t expected it to be that powerful.”

Vovó put away the last of her oil bottles. Sweeping up the powder she had poured on us would probably take a long time. I glanced down to see how bad of a mess we had created. The floor was perfectly clean. There wasn’t a speck of sand on the ground.

“Vovó, not a single drop of that stuff you poured reached the ground.”

“É mesmo?” She peered over my shoulder and pushed up her glasses. “Interesting.”

She reached for her pen making notes on a sheet of paper.

“So, now that I have a spirit companion . . . a DJ. What do I do with him?”

Vovó clucked her tongue at me. “You probably should have asked before the ceremony.”

DJ laughed along with her. “Yeah. I thought you were a read-the-fine-print sort of girl.”

I reached out and pinched him. “I was too concerned about making sure you were free and at peace to worry about what happened after.”

“Cupcake, you know you love me.” He rubbed where I had pinched him and winked at me. “You’re stuck with me now.”

“What have I done?” I asked, slapping my hands on my cheeks and pretending to scream.

“All kidding aside, I wanted to say thank you.”

Smiling, I reached out and squeezed his shoulder. It felt more solid than before, and it no longer felt cold.

“This alone is worth it.” He put his hand over mine. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, but from the way Vovó talks, it sounds like I’m the one who should be thanking you.”

“That took more energy than I would have guessed.” Vovó yawned, her normally rosy cheeks pale. Perspiration pebbled along her upper lip. “We will discuss this in the morning. For now, Yara needs to rest and so do I. Release him for tonight.”

The idea of having to release DJ unsettled me, but I told him he was free to do what he pleased until we needed him.

He gave me a mock salute. “Aye, aye, Captain.” Then he disappeared.

I hugged Vovó goodnight and dragged myself to my room. Before I could throw myself across my bed, my cell phone belted out Brent’s ringtone from the chest of drawers. “Hey handsome, are you home?”

“Yes!” he practically shouted.

I held the phone further from my ear. “What’s up?”

“What’s up? I’ve been home for almost an hour, and I’ve called you about thirty times!” I could hear the genuine concern through his anger. “If your dad hadn’t picked up the last time I called, I’d be halfway to your house by now.”

Sure enough the clock read one thirty in the morning. “Wow. I had no idea how late it was.”

He groaned. “Sorry to snap at you, but I was really worried. I was one call away from jumping back in my car and checking on you in person.”

“I’m sorry too, Brent. I was working with Vovó.”

The tension melted from Brent’s voice. “You were working with Vovó? Your dad didn’t mention that. Has she made your house DJ proof?”

I dropped my face into my hands, really not looking forward to telling Brent about what I’d done. “Um . . . Not exactly.”

“What does ‘not exactly’ mean?” Brent asked warily. “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this?”

“Well . . . DJ was waiting for me in my room when I got home and after talking with Vovó she kind of decided to bind him to me.”

“What?”

I didn’t think a summary would work. I started over, explaining in great detail everything that had happened since he dropped me off at home.

Brent was silent, I only knew he hadn’t hung up because I could hear his breathing. “So instead of getting rid of him, he’s now bound to you?”

“Pretty much.”

“I really hate that guy.”

“I know.” I ran fingers across my comforter, following the seams. “Vovó seemed positive that doing this with DJ was important, almost vital.”

“I’m not about to argue with Vovó, but it will take a lot for me to learn to trust him.”

“I get that. If I hadn’t felt such overwhelming emotions during the ceremony I wouldn’t be inclined to trust him either, but I do.”

“Overwhelming emotions? I bet he just loves that.” I could picture him scrubbing his hands across his jaw. “Not important. Your grandma says he’s bound to protect you now, right?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s good at least.” He sounded more resigned than happy. “It’s a win for us, right?”

I sighed and lay back on my bed, staring at the ceiling. “I hope so.” I was tired, but didn’t want to hang up, so we stayed on the phone. Finally the soothing sound of Brent’s voice and the warmth of the bed lulled me to sleep.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

Kevin smiled at me. My brother’s body was bathed in an eternal golden light. His hands were stretched out, reaching for something I couldn’t see. Neal, Brent’s brother, stepped up beside him and he too reached for the same thing, something beyond me.

I glanced over my shoulder and found Brent moving toward them. Behind him his body laid crumpled on the ground, blood streaming from his nose, his chest not moving. His spirit smiled, the bright light shining on his face, highlighting his brown hair and chocolate eyes. His fingers stretched toward them, mere inches away, moving closer.

“No!”

I sat up in bed, the word ‘no’ still on my lips. Tears slid down my cheeks. My heart felt like a wrecking ball had slammed into it. I tried to tell myself it had only been a dream. But I knew better.

It wasn’t just a nightmare, but a prophetic dream. The ones that were too vivid to just be my subconscious.

I brought my knees to my chest and rocked back and forth, trying to keep that shadow of the future away.

My phone still lay on my pillow. Brent must have hung up after I drifted off. Even though I knew he’d still be asleep, I dialed his number.

“’Lo,” he mumbled groggily.

“Hey, I’m sorry to wake you, but I had to hear your voice.”

“What’s wrong?” He sounded much more alert.

“I had a horrible dream.” A cold frost shivered inside me while I described my dream for him.

“It wasn’t just a normal nightmare, was it?” he asked in an eerily calm voice.

I hesitated. Would answering truthfully hurt him? Rob him of hope? I wondered if I would want to know if I were in his place. I would. That made up my mind for me.

“No. It wasn’t.” I pulled my covers over my head. “I didn’t tell you everything that happened with Kalina. She said in every vision of the future she’s seen for you . . . you die.”

He didn’t speak for a moment. Finally he said, “Huh.”

“That’s it?”

“Yep.” He cleared his throat. “The thing is, I haven’t been totally honest with you either.”

I sat up in bed and the loss of my warm blanket cocoon made goose bumps break out along my skin. Or maybe it was the sudden dread settling in my stomach. “What have you been hiding?”

“I told you I was seeing spirits. And I know we still haven’t discussed it, but it doesn’t matter. What I was afraid to tell you was: I’ve been seeing Neal . . . and Kevin. That’s why I thought I was dying.” Something creaked on his end and I wondered if he was pacing around his room. “I see them all the time. They’re talking to me, but I can’t hear them. It’s like somebody pushed the mute button. But they’re always reaching for me. Just like in your dream.”

“You’ve seen Kevin?” My eyes found the picture of my brother on my dresser. “Does he look happy?”

“He does.” I could hear the smile in his voice.

“Thank you,” I said gripping my phone tight. Even though I’d seen my brother once, hearing about his continued welfare soothed me. “What about you? How are you doing?”

“Me? I’m fine. I think I’m finally ready to keep my promise to you. I said I loved you enough to live for you. I do, but I wasn’t sure I could make it happen. I thought I was okay with dying and that I’d made my peace with it, but you know, having Crosby destroy the scroll, and Kalina predict my death, and even your dream, well I’m ticked off. The universe might be dealing out this crap hand, but I refuse to fold.”

My heart beat faster. Brent had more fight in his voice than he’d expressed in a long time.

“So, I refuse to let any of them win. Crosby wants me to die. Well, too bad. I’m going to beat this. I am putting my faith in you and Vovó. We are going to win. I’m coming over tomorrow to practice. We need to start training.”

“That sounds wonderful.” I almost choked on happy tears.

“And Yara, thank you for telling me. I’m glad you didn’t keep this to yourself. We need to be honest with each other and truly know what we’re up against if we’re going to win.”

“I know. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

When we hung up, a feeling of hope stronger than I had felt in years settled over me and I instantly fell back asleep.

 

[image: Image]

 

The huge jar of Brent’s medicine dug into my chest as I knocked on Steve’s door. Brent had been crashing at Steve’s house since everything with his mom. The two still weren’t talking.

Steve opened the door and gave me a friendly nod. “Hey, Yara. Brent’s out with your dad. Was he supposed to meet you?”

“No, I knew he would need more of his medicine.” I held it up for him to see.

He took the container from me, the thick liquid splashing up against the sides. “I’m not sure it’s working that well. There’s something you need to see.”

I gave him a sharp look.

He opened the door wider so I could come in. I wiped my sandals on the doormat and followed him into the kitchen.

They must have finished breakfast not too long ago; dishes and condiments were still spread across the table.

“He’s going through this stuff pretty fast.” Steve opened a cupboard and set the bottle down beside a similar one that was almost empty. Brent had finished it faster than ever.

“Yeah, I know.”

Steve walked to the table and pointed to one of the plates. “Did you know about this?”

I saw the contents and my throat tightened. Eggs, blueberry syrup, and Tabasco sauce all mixed together lay unfinished on a plate.

“This is Brent’s?”

Steve sighed. “Yeah.”

“Has he been eating this the whole time he’s been here?”

“No, just the last couple days.” Steve picked up the bottle of blueberry syrup and spun it in his hands. “He didn’t tell you?”

I shook my head, unable to take my eyes away from it. I’d only seen Brent eat this horrid mixture a few times, when he was truly sick. It had been a craving of one of the souls once trapped in his body.

This meant some of their lingering cravings and illnesses were seeping through the medicine.

It meant we were running out of time.
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When I left Steve’s house, I was glad Brent hadn’t been there. Seeing his breakfast had brought my personal terror level to a red, and I wasn’t ready to face him while on high alert. For now I needed an extended vacation at Hotel Denial.

I decided to stop by the police station to give me something else to think about. I’d had some dealings with two detectives, Velasco and Roberts, during my senior year of high school. They had listened when I had pointed the finger at Crosby. They also hadn’t carried me off to the loony bin when I told them I could see ghosts.

The lobby was fairly quiet and a lot less intimidating than had I expected, reminding me of a doctor’s office. To the left, blue chairs and a TV filled a waiting room dotted with a few potted plants. To the right, a middle-aged file clerk sat at a metallic desk behind a Plexiglas barrier. As I approached, he asked how he could help.

I tried my best to look trustworthy. “I was wondering if I could speak with detectives Roberts or Velasco.”

“I’m sorry. Velasco transferred about a year ago after she got married. Roberts is on leave for a few more months.”

“Leave?” I asked, hoping for more information than that. I didn’t think I had months to wait.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t give you more information than that.”

“I understand. Thank you anyway.”

I briefly considered astral projecting and trying to find the information myself, but I wouldn’t even know where to begin looking and figured all the computers would be password protected.

I called Cherie as soon as I left the building. The clack of her typing filled my ear as I crossed the wide lawn and passed the decorative fountain. Before I got to the car she had already found news about Roberts on the Internet.

“He was in a car accident,” Cherie said. “A minor crash while in pursuit of a suspect.”

“Is that why he’s on leave?”

“Well . . .” Cherie clicked her tongue. “It looks like the accident was minor, but that he hit his head pretty hard. So maybe the leave is for a head injury.”

“Great.” I hit the unlock button, climbed inside, and closed the door behind me. “I wonder how long that will take to heal.”

“Probably longer than we have.”

I tilted my head back against the driver’s seat. “I guess I can try and search for his partner.”

“I can do that. What can you tell me about her?”

I gave Cherie what little information I had on Velasco and she started searching online for me. “This may take some time.”

“I know. I just wish we had more of it.”
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I dug my fingers into the soil next to the tomato plant. My grandma’s instructions bounced around inside my head. I wiggled my fingers in the loose dirt, trying to form a connection to it. I could easily find the water particles—my pet element, as Kalina called it—and with a thought I drew a few drops to the tips of my fingers. My control of air had improved, thanks to the continual training with Brent. I still knew nothing about fire, except that I should avoid it at all costs. Throughout my entire time in Brazil, I’d trained to deepen my relationship with the earth.

According to Vovó, the jolt of power I’d felt when my blood had mingled with hers during our big showdown with Crosby was some of her earth ability being transferred to me. I hoped so.

Focusing, I pushed the water aside seeking for… ah, I found it. It wasn’t strong, but a gentle flow of energy hummed between my hands and the earth. For a minute, the veins in my hands turned brown, looking like branches. Cool. I once saw the tips of Vovó’s fingers turn green while wielding her earth power. Green thumbs, literally.

I removed my hands from the soil and placed them a few inches from the ground willing some of the dirt to rise. A few clumps of soil floated up to my fingers hugging them close.

“That’s cool!” Brent clapped. “You’ve improved.”

“I would probably be better, but I’ve been slacking off since we’ve been back.” I shook my hands, releasing the soil. It fell back to the ground and the branch-like markings receded. I wiped my hands on dirt-dusted thighs. “How’s your practice going?”

“Watch.”

Brent twirled his index finger and a softball that had been resting at his feet hovered in the air. He pointed toward the target my dad had set up and the ball zoomed off, hitting the center so hard the target fell over.

“I’ve always had the brute force and strength, but my precision is getting better.”

“Impressive.” I dug my fingers back into the dirt. With a steadying breath, I brought up something I’d put off for a few hours. “So, about your choice of breakfast foods.”

Brent dropped his hands to his sides and his shoulders drooped. “You know?”

“I found out when I dropped off your batch of medicine. Why didn’t you tell me? Didn’t we agree that we wouldn’t keep anything from each other?”

“I didn’t want to see the look in your eyes that’s there right now. And you knowing doesn’t change anything. We’re doing everything we need to do. I’m sick. We know that. I knew telling you would only distract your focus.” He twirled his fingers and pointed them at me. A gentle wind lifted a single blossom into the air till it hovered in front of me, spinning. Its edges tickled my nose while I inhaled its perfume. “If it gets bad enough that I can’t help you, then I’ll let you know.”

I wanted to argue, but didn’t. If I pushed too hard, he might shut me out all together. Sometimes love was hard.

I snatched the flower out of the air and tucked it behind my ear.

“Let’s take a break. We’ve been at this for hours and I’m hot,” he said. He lifted his workout shirt to wipe his forehead, flashing me a glimpse of his perfectly defined six pack.

“Yeah you are, and it’s not just from the sun.”

Brent grinned at me. “Is that right?” He crooked his finger toward me. “Come here.”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

“Why not?”

“You didn’t ask nicely.”

“I’m a man, my woman does what she is told.” He was lucky I knew he was kidding. He slunk back in a patio chair and folded his arms behind his head before closing his eyes. “Woman! Bring me water and then kiss me.”

Oh, I could give him some water. I sent out my water sense and found it in the watering can beside me. I swiped my hand toward the sky feeling the water rise. I motioned it toward Brent until it hovered above his head.

“Here’s your water, Handsome.”

I lowered my hands and the cold water drenched him. He shot out of the water with a yelp. He didn’t even hesitate before tackling me to the ground. The cold water soaked through my shirt and jeans.

“Dang, that was cold,” he said. He shook his head like a dog and sent more water flying, laughing hard.

“You said you were hot.”

“Ah, yes, but I was born that way.” His smile turned wolfish and he propped himself above me on his elbows. “I love that you never let me get away with acting like a caveman. But mainly, I simply love you.”

We met halfway in the middle and started a kiss that ignited instantly, his legs tangling with mine. He lowered himself on top of me and we crushed some of my mom’s lilies judging by the smell. My hands skimmed up and down his back while his played with my hair.

In this kiss, all worries about Crosby, about Brent’s health, and about the future vanished. For this one moment everything was perfect.
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“Crosby is finally coming out of the woodwork.” Brent stacked a slice of ham onto of his sandwich. “My dad called and invited me to come to a rally Crosby is holding.”

My mouth dropped. “I thought you didn’t talk to your dad anymore.”

“I don’t. The man basically let the Clutch manipulate and blackmail me. He crossed so many lines I can never forgive him.” Brent sliced a tomato into thin strips. “Want some?”

I nodded, taking a few of the tomato slices and adding them to my sandwich. “The first time you talked to him in over two years, and Crosby’s name comes up?”

Brent topped off his sandwich with a slice of bread. “Yep. Good old dad.”

“So obviously it’s a trap.” I added a few potato chips to my plate.

“Without a doubt.” Brent took a bite and chewed. “We just need to decide how to use that.”

“Maybe it would be best to ignore it completely.”

Brent swallowed his bite and continued. “I had that same thought. But we finally have a lead on Crosby’s location. Part of me doesn’t want to play it safe.”

“We’ll get Crosby, but only if we don’t make any stupid moves.”

“And stupid would definitely be going after Crosby when it seems too easy,” DJ said appearing beside me.

“Why do you say that, DJ?” I popped a chip into my mouth. “Do you know something?”

“The details of my death are still vague, but I do remember getting a tip about Crosby being at a certain location and being captured.” DJ rocked back on the heels of his feet. “At least I think that’s what happened.”

Brent tensed at the mention of DJ’s name. “How long has he been here eavesdropping?” Brent astral projected so he could also see DJ.

“I’ve never left. Someone had to be here to protect Yara.”

Brent stalked closer, invading DJ’s personal space. “If you’re trying to suggest that I can’t protect my girlfriend . . .”

DJ didn’t even flinch. “That isn’t what I was suggesting. You have to sleep, go to the bathroom, play video games with Steve. I don’t have any of that. I’ve got nothing to do but protect her. I want revenge, sure, but my main priority is keeping Yara safe.”

Brent’s fingers clenched into a fist. “But you’ve been here the whole time?”

“Yes, but I’m a gentleman and I don’t look when I shouldn’t. For instance, I avoided spying during your make-out session in the backyard.” Brent glared and DJ smirked. “But imagine what her dad would’ve done if he had caught you.” He brought his finger across his throat. “Well, at least then Yara would have two ghosts protecting her.” Brent commanded a hand towel to hurl itself at DJ, but it simply passed through him.

I decided to stop this argument before it fully started. “DJ, have you remembered anything else about Crosby you discovered before you died, or found out anything new?”

“I haven’t been able to get close enough to find out anything since I died. And I can’t fully trust what little bits I remember from before. He was fooling around in my brain. I’m not sure he didn’t plant them there.”

Brent folded his arms across his chest. “So basically you’re of no help at all?”

DJ shook his head with a dejected expression. “No.”

“Brent,” I snapped. “It isn’t his fault.”

Brent rolled his eyes. “It never is.”

“Ouch, that hurt my feelings.” DJ held out his arms to me. “I need a hug.”

I slapped his hands away. “Oh, please.”

Brent laughed. “Nice to know being dead hasn’t changed you. But just keep in mind that even though you’re dead, I can still beat you to a pulp.” Brent punched his fist into his other palm with a grin. “So I better not catch you doing anything skeevy.”

“Scout’s honor.” He held up two fingers. I was pretty sure the peace sign wasn’t the scout salute.

“Were you ever a boy scout?” I asked.

DJ laughed and shook his head.

I smacked DJ on the back of the head. “If you weren’t a scout, then the whole scout’s honor thing doesn’t work.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “I know.”
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Brent pulled in front of my parent’s house, but didn’t turn off the car. “That was a complete waste of time!” He pounded the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.

“Not a complete waste of time. I bought these cute shoes.” Cherie stuck her foot between our seats; even in the moonlight, her pumps sparkled. “If we hadn’t gone to Modesto, then I never would’ve found them.”

“I’m so happy we were able to add to your wardrobe, but we learned nothing about Crosby or ghosts.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Steve said. “We learned that Crosby has probably never been there or thought twice about the place. And as for ghosts, Yara did help that one old lady cross over. So by going and learning nothing, we actually—”

Brent dropped his forehead onto the steering wheel with enough force that the horn honked. “Fine, we learned lots of valuable information from our constant stream of dead ends.”

“I know what you’re really upset about, and don’t be.” I put my hand on his knee and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You should be glad you missed it.”

There was a slight hesitation before he asked, “Missed what?”

“The trap your dad set up with Crosby.” I shifted in my seat so I could see his face—and the guilt flickering across it.

“Dude,” Steve said from the back seat. “We know you well enough to know you planned to go in there with guns—or should I say air-bending fingers—blazing. So we decided to drag you away. If you hadn’t come willingly, we had a back up plan involving sleeping pills and duct tape.”

Brent lifted his head from the steering wheel. “How’d you know what I had planned?”

“Hello!” Steve shook Brent’s seat. “I’ve been your best friend since ninth grade. I know a thing or two about you.”

I pointed to my chest. “Been dating you for four years.”

Cherie snorted. “That’s what I would have done, so I figured you would too.”

Brent turned off the car and took the keys out of the ignition. “Fine. I did plan on seeing Crosby, but I thought we could drive to Modesto, look around a while, and still make it back with enough time. I really didn’t think we’d be gone until three in the morning.” He fought back a yawn. “We had the worst luck today. I mean the flat tire, running out of gas, the GPS getting us lost, Steve losing his wallet, all of it.”

I studied my fingernails. “About that . . .”

Steve busted out laughing. “Well, some might see that as bad luck, but others would call it good planning.”

Brent groaned. “You guys planned all of that?”

“Oh yeah,” Steve said through his laughter. “Do you really think I can’t program a GPS and Cherie can’t read a gas gauge? The flat tire though, that was pure luck. Although Yara had removed the jack just in case.”

“And Steve’s wallet?” Brent asked. “The one we searched an hour for?”

Cherie pulled it out of her purse. “Safe and sound the whole time.”

“Were you trying to drive me crazy?” Brent raked his fingers through his hair.

“No.” I leaned over and kissed the tip of his nose. “We did it to keep you safe.”

“I need protection from the three of you, not Crosby.” He angled himself so he could see all three of us. “So what is your great plan now?”

“Cherie and I will still follow him after his speech at the bus station. And Cherie has been working on possible acronyms for Modesto drought.”

Cherie wrinkled her nose. “So far I’ve reached a big fat nothing. The best I could come up with was Mean Old D—”

“So,” I interrupted her. “We’ve decided it isn’t an acronym. It isn’t an anagram either; no words fit. We looked into Ted Modesto, the guy paying for Farnsworth’s care. It’s his grandson. I checked him out and he’s totally clean, no relation to the Clutch. He never even went to Pendrell. We know there’s nothing in Modesto now, so that leaves us with not much else as far as that lead goes.”

“We should’ve met with my dad,” Brent argued. “Trap or no trap, at least we would’ve been in the thick of the action. Instead we’re back at square one?”

“The glass if half full.” Steve kicked the back of Brent’s seat. “We know more than we did this morning.”

“Right,” Brent said. “I forgot; today was a complete success.”

Cherie laughed. “That’s the spirit.”
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“The lack of creativity in this kills me, but I don’t know what else to try. Here goes nothing.” Cherie typed the words “Modesto” and “drought” into the search bar and hit enter.

After looking through pages of hits about the city we’d visited, Cherie sighed.

“Well, that went over about as well as I expected.”

“Wait!” Right before she closed the screen I pointed out one. “There’s a Modesto LaTorre who does lectures on drought.”

Cherie clicked on the page and found out that the man lived in Southern California.

His bio mainly contained a few basic facts about his education and a whole lot of technical jargon and professional accolades that went over my head. We did learn he sometimes worked with a South American environmentalist group that formed after the 1877 drought in Brazil.

That detail about the place of my birth raised a red flag to both Cherie and me.

“He’s also done a lot of research in Romania, Turkey and Spain,” Cherie pointed out. “Do you think this is who Crosby was talking about?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “But he fits our key words: drought and Modesto. And his company is tied to Brazil. I think he’s worth looking into.”

Cherie picked up her phone and started dialing the contact number on the screen.

I grabbed her phone. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to ask him a few questions.”

“Like what?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. It’ll come to me.”

“We aren’t even sure if it’s the right guy.”

“I know; that’s why I’m calling.” Cherie tugged her phone from my grip and finished dialing. “He’s the best lead we’ve got.”

“Okay, you’re right.”

Cherie put her phone on speaker and pushed the call button. After a few rings, a woman’s voice answered with a cheery, “Hello.”

“Hi, may I please speak with Modesto LaTorre?”

“He’s in a meeting. Can I take a message?”

“Yes. I’m an undergrad and was interested in his work with the . . .” Cherie glanced at his website. “The mango tomato. I was wondering if I could meet with him to ask a few questions.”

“I know he’d be more than happy to help. He has an opening today at one thirty. Would that work?”

“Yes, that’s perfect.” Cherie hung up the phone after giving her thanks. “How did I do?”

I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t hide my grin. “You sounded like a girl desperate for whatever information he might have.”

“It’s so easy to express the right sentiment when you really feel that way.”

“True enough.” I gave her a huge hug. “We have a lead.”
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Cherie drove us down to the business complex in Irvine, just off the 133 toll road. The traffic was good and we arrived a few minutes early. Six stories tall, Enviro-United’s office building was made almost entirely of glass framed by scrolled stone pillars.

“The website says the glass panels are actually a form of solar panel,” Cherie said as she parked the car.

The eco-friendliness continued into the lobby, with a waterfall and a jungle of plants decorating the room. Bright blooms of flowers perfumed the air and several fruit bearing trees formed a canopy above our heads. Vovó would have loved this place. I noticed a drooping petal on a flower and ran my finger along its edge, instantly feeling my connection with it. I sent out a pulse of energy and the petal sprang back up.

“That’s so cool,” Cherie whispered. “When did you learn to do that?”

“I’ve been trying for years to connect with my earth element, and I’m finally getting it. With the wind too, though I’m still not as strong as Brent.”

Cherie laughed. “I don’t think anyone is as powerful as Brent. There’s a reason the Clutch and the council want him.”

We passed through the thriving garden to the receptionist sitting beneath a wall of framed photographs. She wore a fuchsia business suit and a bright smile.

“May I help you?”

“Yes, I’m Cherie Higgins. I have an appointment with Mr. LaTorre.”

“Oh, yes.” The secretary pushed away from the desk. “He was very excited about your call. He’s recently had a breakthrough with the mango tomato.”

She led us down a short corridor and double knocked on a thick, heavily ornate door. At a muffled “Come in,” she opened the door.

The majority of the large room was a greenhouse filled with immaculately maintained trees and plants in tidy rows. The organization in the nursery clashed with the disorder of the office area. Papers, clutter, open books, and even a few empty pizza boxes cluttered the desk, chairs, and floor. The man in the office chair appeared no less rumpled.

Modesto looked to be in his late twenties, a lot younger than I would have expected based on all his accomplishments. He wore a pair of wire-rimmed glasses, and his thick black hair was slicked back. He had a rather vacant, hapless look about him, with his tie hanging loose and his suit jacket wearing thin at the elbows.

He stood up from his desk and offered his hand for us to shake, managing to knock over his coffee mug, spilling the contents all over his desk.

He flushed red as he grabbed a handful of napkins from one of the empty pizza boxes to mop up the mess. With a mumbled curse, he lifted one piece of paper and let the coffee drain back into the mug.

“Hello. Please have a seat.” He gestured to two armchairs littered with debris. With a murmured apology, he darted around his desk and removed the stacks of papers from the chairs, adding to the pile on a third. “I know it’s a mess in here, but I’m in the middle of a paper, and it’s so much easier to have it all at my fingertips. I know exactly where everything is this way.”

“I’m the same way,” Cherie said sitting in the offered seat. “My closet and room look like a hurricane went through, but it’s exactly the way I want it to be.”

Unlike them, I liked things tidy, organized, and put away. It was hard for me to see the papers strewn about and not start putting them in some sort of order.

“Which of you is interested in my tomatoes?”

“We both are,” I said, crossing my ankles. “Your mango tomatoes sound very interesting.”

“And delicious,” he added.

“But we were more interested in the paper you wrote about the drought in Brazil.”

His smile dropped. “You aren’t here about my new discovery?”

I shook my head.

“Oh. It doesn’t seem like anyone else is either. But they have a longer harvesting season and produce twice as much—”

“Mr. LaTorre, I’d really rather talk to you about your research on the drought.”

He sighed and slumped into his chair. “Every year it seems like someone wants to talk about that paper.”

“What made you decide to write it? Did it have anything to do with the local legends?” I asked. I made my question vague since I didn’t know if Modesto was even involved with any of this. It felt like a fishing expedition and I had no idea what I was trying to catch or what to use for bait.

Modesto picked up a pen and clicked the top several times. “You mean about the causes of the drought?”

“Maybe.” I bit back my groan. How did I ask a question when I had no idea what I was even searching for. “I’ve just wondered if there were any strange stories about the drought.”

“Besides the high death toll and the lack of water?”

High death toll? That meant there might have been ghosts. “Yes, were there stories about ghosts? Maybe some of the people who died haunted the place?”

“Ghosts? Um, no.” He laughed. “Did Dr. Cryder put you up to this?”

“Who?”

He waved his hand in the air. “Never mind. One of my colleagues is always teasing me.” He pulled the knot on his tie looser. “I never heard any local stories about ghosts.”

Cherie inched to the edge of her seat. “What about evil spirits or people who could see ghosts? Or a group called the Clutch? Or a man named Christopher Pendrell?”

Modesto stared at Cherie with an open mouth. “Cryder really didn’t send you?”

We shook our heads.

“How did you hear of me?”

I paid close attention to him as I answered, “We heard about you from Jamie Crosby.”

“The guy running for senator?” He dug through the papers on his desk and held up a political mailer. “This guy? Did he send you here? What does he want, some sort of agricultural support for his campaign?”

“He didn’t send us,” I said. “We just overheard him talking about you and the drought. And it sounded interesting.”

“Well, it is, I guess.” Modesto clicked his pen again with a huge grin. “But I didn’t spend too much time on that drought. After I finished my paper, I moved on to the potato blight in Ireland, and other cases of monoculture. Then I came up with the idea for the mango tomato. Those results have been fascinating.”

He pulled out a sheet of paper with pictures of an orange colored tomato.

“This plant will revolutionize the way people garden, shop and cook. It’s loaded with vitamins—”

“Very cool,” Cherie broke in. “But about the drought—”

He talked right over her. “And it’s a marvel how long the fruit remains fresh after you pick it.”

“That’s great,” I said, speaking fast. “Now in Brazil, did you find that—”

“I’m not sure the plant will grow as heartily in Brazil as it does in Romania. Because of the crossbreeding—”

Cherie and I tired a few more times to deter his zealous love of his new tomato breed, but to no avail. He kept getting more excited, pulling out pictures and charts, and color-coded spreadsheets. By the time we left, my head throbbed, now crammed full of useless tomato facts.

“I will never look at a tomato the same way again.” Cherie collapsed into the seat of her car, rubbing her temples. “That’ll teach me to use boring and uncreative research methods. I want that hour of my life back. I hate to say it, but I think we’re back to square one.”

I leaned my head against the window. “Yeah.” I knew it was a minor setback, but it felt much larger.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

“I didn’t realize how much hope I’d pinned on that meeting until it didn’t go well,” I complained to Vovó as I sat on her bed. I had just explained our less than stellar interview with Modesto.

“We don’t have any more leads. After you’ve done all that you can, you’re supposed to have the answers you need.”

“It would be wonderful if that were true, but that isn’t how life works.” Vovó gave my cheek a loving tap. “Sometimes, despite our best efforts, we fail.”

“But I can’t fail, or Crosby wins and Brent—”

My voice cut off. I couldn’t say the words “Brent will die.” As close as we had been in high school, our time in Brazil had brought us even closer. I couldn’t fathom a life without him. He was so much a part of me, it’d be like pulling out an essential line of thread in a tapestry; yank it out, and the whole thing unravels.

“I wish I could promise you Brent will get better, but I can’t. People die, Yara. They struggle through illness, through rounds of surgery and medicine, and they still die.”

“But he can’t! There’s a cure! Kevin said there’s a cure! I just don’t know where else to look, Vovó.” I took a shuddering breath and balled my hands into fists. “What’s the point of being a Waker if I can’t help the people I love?”

Vovó gathered me in her arms and stroked my hair. “Yara, being a Waker isn’t about keeping the people you love alive. It’s about helping the dead find peace. If Brent dies, you might have to help his soul cross over into the light. Are you strong enough for that?”

Was I?

Frustration, anger, and helplessness broke free in the form of tears flowing down my cheeks. Vovó handed me a box of tissues from her nightstand. I was having a complete meltdown, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t fall apart like this when Brent was around. He’d just barely gained a firm desire to fight against his fate and hang on until we could find a permanent cure, and if I broke down in front of him, it might send him back to that hopeless place. I always needed to stay strong, to remain optimistic.

But I’d been strong for four years now, and my strength was spent.

I had nothing left to give. I’d failed Brent, not because I hadn’t tried hard enough, but because I had reached my limit. I had exhausted all of my resources. The thought terrified me and the tears flowed harder, sobs racking my body.

“Don’t give up hope, Querida,” Vovó said, pressing a kiss into my hair. “You fight until the end. I have lived long enough to know that even when the path before you is dark and you can’t see the way, you must still walk it. If your path is blocked, you create a new one.”

“Create a new one how? Where? What direction am I supposed to go in now? I don’t know what to do. And I’m so tired, Vovó. I’m so, so tired.”

“If you can’t see the next step, then you wait until you can. And you rest while you wait. You gather your strength and then you start again.”

“But if I do that, time will run out and Brent will be dead.”

“That’s one possibility,” Vovó admitted.

Another painful stab shot through my heart and I sobbed again as my worst fears were confirmed.

“But Yara, the thing you need to learn about life is this: no matter what happens, this situation will pass. The dust will settle and you will find a way to handle what has happened. There is no magic solution, just strength, fighting, and a refusal to give up.”

She held me while I wiped a new tissue across my face. “That sounds hard.”

“It is. As Wakers we see death more than most. And we must be brave in the face of it. Strong. When our loved ones leave, we need to let them go. Are you strong enough to let Brent’s spirit go? To help him into the light?”

Deep in my heart I knew my answer. “Yes, I love him too much to let him be stuck here.”

Vovó smiled. “I was tempted to keep your grandfather’s spirit with me when he died. But in the end, I loved him enough to help him find peace.”

Vovó turned me around to face her and took both my hands in hers. “I know you only see me as a Waker, but I have also had to focus on other things. I had a husband and a family and hobbies that didn’t involve ghosts. The Waker world demands much of your attention, but you’re still you, Yara. And you need to find a way to live the life you intended before your Waker abilities manifested themselves.”

I wanted to rub my eyes to make sure they weren’t playing tricks on my, that the person talking to me was actually my grandma. “I’ve never heard you say anything like that before.”

“That’s because I was trying to get you to embrace being a Waker. It’s a part of you as much as being a nurse, a girlfriend, a daughter, or a friend. When you reach a point like this, when you’ve done all you can do, you need to let the Waker side rest while you focus on the other aspects of your life.”

“What else can possibly matter right now?”

“You can spend time with Brent that doesn’t involve his illness, and you can be happy for your friend getting married.”

I closed my eyes. In all of my concern over Brent, Cherie’s engagement had taken a back seat. We hardly talked about it because we’d been so busy doing research. She’d been wonderful enough not to complain, but Vovó was right. I couldn’t let my friendship with Cherie suffer because of Crosby or Brent’s health.

And I hadn’t spent much time with my parents either. I couldn’t let circumstances take away the joy in my life. I still needed to live.

“Cherie mentioned wanting to look at wedding dresses in Los Angeles,” I said. “I know she wants me to go with her.”

“That sounds fun.” Vovó patted my arm. “I know it won’t be easy, but it will be good for you both.”

No, it wouldn’t be easy.

Cherie was planning an entire future with the man she loved, and I might never get the same chance. At this moment, I would have traded everything I had to be in Cherie’s place. No matter how excited I was for her, watching her plan the wedding would hurt.

Part of me would be jealous. I hated it, but it was the truth. But how many times had Cherie stood by me without complaint as I projected or went about Waker business, something she envied, but would never be able to do? It was time to return the favor.
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My phone chirped at me from the other side of my room. I pushed away from the desk and ran to get it. I grimaced when I stepped on my purse and felt something inside it give way. Ignoring the phone, I opened it and groaned at the mess. My hand lotion had exploded, as had one of the many baggies of what Cherie called “ghost-be-gone” powder that I kept it in every compartment of my purse, leaving a goopy mixture. Perfect. Now I had to replace both. And probably the purse, as well.

I scooped out the ruined items and they mixed together on my hands. The scented lotion glittered with granules of salt and other ingredients of the powder.

A crazy idea came to me and I rubbed the combination over my arm. It glided on like normal and I wondered if the powder would still work.

“That’s a good idea. Let’s try it out.” DJ appeared behind me but it didn’t surprise me. Since becoming linked to me, I sort of knew when he was near. His fingers tentatively touched my skin before he pulled them back. “Ow! That stings. Not enough to make me vanish, but it hurts.”

With a grin, I opened one of the cupboards and found a half empty bottle of lotion, and dumped a baggie of the powder into it. After shaking them together, I squirted some onto my hand and asked DJ to try it out again.

He frowned at me. “Sure, I’ve got nothing better to do in my afterlife than try injuring myself,” he grumbled.

Closing his eyes, he reached out and poked me with one finger. “It works!” he said, swearing and shaking his hand.

I ran upstairs to find Vovó, clutching my creation tight.

“I had an idea today.” I explained to her about the lotion and what DJ and I had found.

“Very creative and very handy.” She clapped her hands. “You’ve found something that will help other Wakers.”

I kissed her cheek. “I’m happy you’re proud, but this won’t help most Wakers, Vovó. It’ll protect me and Kalina, but most of you don’t have to worry about ghosts touching you.”

She clucked her tongue. “You know there are other Returned out there. I’m happy you found a way to protect yourself.”

“Yeah. I’ll wear this from now on, but I’m still going to keep the powder.” I put the lid on the lotion. “Just in case.”

“Someday, you’ll be able to order them not to touch you the same way I do,” Vovó said with a touch of pride.

“Um, while we’re on the subject, Kalina said something I wanted to ask you about.” I wiped my suddenly sweaty palms on my jeans. “She said Kathryn can compel her because she’s a Returned. Does that mean you could use it on me?”

Vovó let out a puff of air. “I could. When I told you I couldn’t compel Wakers I believed it. But later I wondered if it would be different with you, being a Returned. I tried small things to test the theory. When I saw the power I could wield over you I made myself be very careful when instructing you.”

“So Kathryn, could compel me?”

“Any Matriarca could, but the higher she is in the hierarchy, the stronger her influence would be over you. If she’s head of your line, it’s even stronger. So keep your distance, at least until you take over for me. It’s one of the reasons we haven’t been to see them again since our first visit.”

“No problem there, I don’t want to see her anyway.” I touched Vovó’s lined face. “Thank you, for not abusing that power.”

“No one should, Yara. Of all the lessons I could teach you, the most important is to use your abilities responsibly. You are the future, Yara, and seeing the purity of your heart gives me great hope.”

Her words hit me like an anvil to the head. I hoped I could be the leader my family line needed, but feared I never would.
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The next morning, Cherie and I headed to Los Angeles to check out wedding dresses. Cherie had made an appointment at an exclusive store as soon as I agreed to go. DJ and Brent were doing more sleuthing today while I spent the day with my best friend.

“I can’t believe I get to go in here,” Cherie said as we got out of the car and shut the doors behind us. “I’ve been wanting to shop here since the moment Steve proposed.”

“Oh, I know. I saw your gushing online status.”

Cherie beamed as she twined her arm through mine and led me inside.

The store was already crowded with excited brides trying on dresses. Cherie bounced on her toes as she checked in with the receptionist. Youse, our consultant, wore her thick, ebony hair in a waterfall braid, and dressed head to toe in black. Balancing effortlessly on four-inch heels, she guided us to a consultation area where we sat on damask-covered wing chairs in front of a dais with tri-fold mirrors, and sipped strawberry ice water.

“So, what style wedding are you imagining?” Youse asked.

Cherie pulled out pictures she’d been collecting.

“Our ceremony will be on the Queen Mary, so I’m looking for a dress that matches the feel of the décor and time period of the ship,” she said, gesturing to the pile of art deco-esque photos.

“Do you want something that blends the style with a more contemporary design? Or would you prefer something vintage?”

Cherie’s eyes lit up. “Do you have anything vintage?”

“We have a few.” Youse studied the pictures again, then smiled. “There’s one from the nineteen-thirties that may be perfect.”

Cherie clapped her hands together. “Can I see it?”

“Absolutely.” Youse handed Cherie back the pictures and stood. “I’ll be right back.”

Within minutes she returned carrying a garment bag, which she carefully opened.

The satin material, though ivory in color, reflected the light in a silvery shimmer. Intricate beading ran from each sleeveless shoulder, crossing below the v-neck and sweeping over the hips before trailing down the back of the dress and ending in triangular points on each side of the short train. The slinky silhouette would look fantastic on Cherie.

“It’s amazing,” Cherie said, moving closer to the dress. “It’s everything I wanted.”

Youse smiled. “Do you want to try it on?”

“Yes, please.”

Cherie followed Youse to the dressing rooms. While waiting, I noticed a section of bridesmaid dresses and wandered over to search through the racks. My eye caught on one in a light gunmetal gray with similar beading to Cherie’s.

Before I could ask to try it on, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on edge and the room temperature plummeted. I shuddered. With a muttered complaint about ghosts not giving me the day off, I wheeled around, prepared to confront Grady.

But it wasn’t Grady or any of Crosby’s other goons. Instead, a teenage girl with big blonde curls and downcast eyes wrung her hands together in distress.

“Can you help me?” she asked, still not making eye contact.

I smiled and spoke quietly. “I can try.”

“I need you to come with me,” she said, turning around and gliding toward the exit. I stumbled a bit as I hurried past the reception desk.

“Wait! Where are we going?”

“Down the street. There are these . . . Come with me.” Her hands twisted even harder.

I steeled myself for the bracing cold that would come when I touched her hand, and spun her around just before she reached the doors. She flinched and jerked her gaze up to mine. Her blue eyes flashed from dark to light, and I took a step back.

“You’re being compelled.”

“Come with me,” she begged.

“No.” I dipped my hand into my purse and gathered a handful of my ghost-be-gone even though I’d applied the lotion earlier.

This poor girl. She may have died a long time ago or been one of Crosby’s recent victims, but either way, she needed my help. There wasn’t much I could do for her to fight the compulsion when I didn’t know anything about her, but I couldn’t go with her. That left me no choice. Feeling like I was euthanizing an injured animal, I blew the powder from my hand onto the spirit.

“I’m sorry,” I said, struggling to ignore the guilt that beat in my chest.

A howl of pain ripped through the air as her image rippled away. I glanced around, checking for other ghosts, but found none. With a deep breath, I straightened my purse and headed back to the bridesmaid dresses on shaky legs.

I slumped back into a chair, nauseated. That ghost hadn’t stumbled upon me in a chance encounter. She had been sent as bait to draw me straight into an ambush.

What had the girl said again?

“There are some….”

No doubt the rest of the sentence went along the lines of, “Some scary men who want to kill you.” No wonder she had cut the sentence off.

How had Crosby known I’d be here? Was he stalking me? No one knew my plans for today…

I groaned. No one except Cherie and all of her online friends. I sunk lower into my chair.

“Yara, what do you think?” Cherie asked, gesturing to herself.

Cherie stood in front of the mirror twisting to catch every angle of her reflection.

One look at my radiant friend and my worries faded away, replaced by a flood of happiness. She looked perfect in the dress, and judging from her watering eyes, she knew it. This was the dress.

“You look absolutely beautiful.” I stood and walked around her. “You look like Grace Kelly. Somebody’s going to have to pick Steve off the floor when you walk down the aisle.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Without a doubt,” I said.

Careful of her dress I pulled her into a hug. A tear escaped from her eye and a matching one trailed down my cheek.

“You’re going to be a beautiful bride,” I whispered.

Cherie’s eyes teared up a little more. “I’m getting married.”

In that moment, her engagement became very real to me, like the world that had been fuzzy now snapped into focus. We weren’t little girls playing dress up anymore; this was real. Somewhere along the way, when I hadn’t been paying attention, we’d grown up. Cherie was on the cusp of starting a new chapter of her life. I so hoped I’d have the same opportunity someday.

I looked away as emotion tightened my throat.

Youse handed us tissues and helped Cherie pick out a long veil and a string of pearls that pulled the whole vintage look together. Cherie placed it all on hold, knowing her mom would want to approve it first.

By the time that was done we were starving, and we made our way to a fifties-style diner around the corner and ordered some lunch. Vintage movie posters decorated the walls, advertising films from Hollywood’s golden years.

While I waited for my burger and onion rings, Cherie leaned forward. “Are you going to tell me what happened while I was in the dressing room?”

I gave her a rueful smile. “I sometimes forget how observant you can be.”

“I know. I’m awesome.” Cherie buffed her nails on the sleeve of her shirt. “Now spill.”

I folded my arms on the table and told her about the girl.

“I’m glad you noticed her eyes.” Cherie batted the saltshaker between her hands. “Have you ever heard of something like that happening before?”

“A ghost luring people away?” I shook my head. “Only in the movies.”

“It seems like all the rules have been changing lately,” Cherie mumbled.

I sighed. “I just hope I’ve learned enough to keep up.”

“You have,” Cherie said, a confident smile on her face.

I wasn’t feeling as sure, but I decided not to argue. With the thrill of her engagement and her successful dress shopping, I couldn’t help but feel she was seeing the world through rose-colored glasses, a luxury I didn’t have.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

A few lazy clouds dotted the brilliant blue sky when I parked at Irvine Park. My cell phone buzzed with a text message from Brent letting me know he was running late. There was an accident on the toll road.

Enjoying the sun on my face, I wandered around until I stopped at the railing overlooking a pond lined with lily pads and bright pink flowers. Something moved behind me, bringing with it a breath of air so cold goose bumps formed on my skin and the hairs on my arms stood on end. A ghost. I spun around, reaching into my pocket for ghost-be-gone.

Grady hovered near me, his eyes flashing dark and light. He moved before I could free my hand. He howled in pain as his fingers touched my skin, and quickly withdrew.

“Grady White.” Somehow I kept my voice calm.

Clear blue eyes blinked at me. “What—”

Before he could finish his question, a pulse of midnight blue flickered back into his eyes.

I pulled out my phone and hit the song I’d had ready for this moment. A rap song that made my ears want to bleed poured from the speaker.

The dark blue receded again, and he shook his head, clarity returning. I hoped and pressed on, reciting the poem he had written for the yearbook.

The dark blue totally vanished. “Run! It won’t last long. I can feel Clarke pulling back; she’s still in my head!”

“Can you tell me anything that will help?”

He opened his mouth and his lips quivered, but didn’t move, and he shook his head.

“Can you at least tell me why they killed you?”

“They didn’t.” He shook his head, his eyes wide. “It was an accident. I mixed up my insulin shots, and they caught me before I could get into the light.”

“Can you think of anything that might help me?”

He grabbed the ends of his hair pulling hard and shook his head.

“It’s okay. I’m here to help. Are you ready to cross over?”

He shook his head. “No. I don’t want to be dead. I—” His eyes widened. “Please help me. She’s calling to me again!”

My heart raced at his anxiety. I took a deep breath and rolled my shoulders. “Grady, are you are ready to move on? To find peace?”

He nodded frantically, his fingers clenching, his arms quivering.

A brilliant burst of light appeared behind him. I shielded my eyes as its warmth slid over me. The warmth turned hot and pulled at me, like a magnet, sucking me in. The council’s warning became a reality as my feet slid toward the light. I dug my heels into the ground and threw myself back, grasping the limb of a tree, my hair flowing past my face toward the light.

He glanced behind him, his tension melting away. “It came back. She said it wouldn’t.”

“She lied.”

He drifted toward it but then doubled over, screaming, clutching the sides of his head. “She’s too strong. I can’t break free!”

He convulsed and pivoted back to me, his eyes flickering between dark and light blue.

“I’m sorry if this hurts you.”

Steeling myself, I ran toward him and grabbed his wrist, throwing his arm around my shoulder, then secured my other arm around his waist. Like a soldier propping up a wounded comrade, I helped him stumble toward the light.

He screamed. I wasn’t sure if his pain came from my touch or Clarke’s pull.

At the edge of the light, its calming tendrils reached out, inviting me closer. I stopped short before I took what would have been my last mortal step. It wasn’t my time.

Grady sagged at my side. I unwound him from me before shoving him forward. He half turned toward me, teetering at the brink of the light. I stretched out one finger and pushed his shoulder.

“Thank you,” he said, stumbling back into its glow. His final smile reminded me of the one from his yearbook.

Leaning back against the force of the pull, I clambered back to my tree branch, clutching at it until the light vanished.

It wasn’t exactly my most graceful example of how to guide a ghost into the light, but it worked. Now Crosby’s Waker had one less spirit on her side, and Grady was at peace.
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The doorbell woke me from an afternoon nap. With a yawn, I stumbled from the couch and answered the door. A pretty girl about my age stood on our welcome mat. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her.

“Hi. How can I help you?”

“Can I come in?” She shifted from foot to foot, looking over her shoulder, tucking her curly dark blonde hair behind her ear. “Please.”

“As soon as you tell me where I know you from.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the doorframe waiting. With Crosby on the loose, it wasn’t the time to trust strangers.

“I’m Faith Rallison, a Waker.” She gave me a wan smile. “We met at your meeting with the council when you came back from Brazil.”

That’s how I knew her. She’d been the one crying at the meeting.

I opened the door wide enough to let her in. “You know they don’t like me very much, right?”

“I know.” She lifted her chin in the air. “It doesn’t matter. We need you.” Just inside the house, Faith stopped. “Um, I have a spirit with me, and believe me, you’ll want her to come in. You can trust her.”

“Who?”

Her hazel eyes moistened. “My mom, Janette Rallison. She . . . died recently.” Suddenly her tears at the meeting made sense. “Your wards are stopping her from entering. Being bound to me, she could probably force her way in to wherever I am, but it would damage the integrity of your wards. Besides,” she added with a grin, “it just seems rude.”

“She’s welcome to come in, but I don’t know how to get her past the wards. Hold on. I’ll go get my grandma.”

I escorted Faith to the couch and went in search of Vovó. I found her in her room, reading. As soon as I told her about our visitors, Vovó had me write Janette’s name on a small piece of paper and place it in a glass jar filled with similar slips, some dirt, and herbs.

“Some soil from our yard,” she explained. “I also added rosemary, wintergreen, basil, ivy and garlic and some of your ghost-be-gone powder. The names inside are the spirits we will allow into our home.”

“And you keep it in here?” I closed the jar.

“Yes, but the other jars around the house work with it. That’s how the spirits got in that day; DJ moved some of them around, leaving gaps.” She took the jar from me and returned it to the shelf. “She is now welcome into our home.”

Janette and Faith were both in the living room when I returned.

“Thank you,” Faith said, clutching her purse on her lap. “My mom is a large part of why I came to see you today. We have some information to share with you.”

I glanced between the mother and daughter. Even though Janette had chestnut brown hair, they looked a lot alike; Faith had her mother’s eyes. Based on the modern cut of Janette’s black tee shirt and jeans, I guessed she hadn’t been dead very long.

“How long ago did you pass?” I asked.

“I was murdered a few days before your first meeting with the council, by Crosby.”

My mouth went dry as I sank onto the couch. “He murdered a Matriarca?”

She nodded. “Yes, with his team of body guards and his own Matriarca.”

“Is Clarke one of yours?”

Janette shook her head. “Clarke came from Brazil to research something and Crosby recruited her. She’s the new leader of the Dias line.”

But I’d met the Matriarca of the Dias line. She was my second great aunt, or something like that. I’d only met her a few times, but I couldn’t see her working for Crosby.

“From the Dias line?” Vovó asked. I hadn’t even heard her come into the room. “But that isn’t possible. I’ve known Teresa for years. She wouldn’t have turned on her own.”

“Not Teresa. Clarke. Teresa died.”

Vovó sank down beside me and took my hand in hers. “Teresa died?” She asked in a frail voice. “I hadn’t heard.”

“Teresa was killed because she would not help Crosby.” Janette gave Vovó a grim smile. “Hello, Ilma.”

“It is an honor to have you here with us.” Vovó dipped her head in respect. “How did Crosby convince Clarke to work for him?”

“He knew she was next in line and abducted her when she was here. Then he had Teresa killed. We don’t know how he turned her to his side.”

Vovó raised her hand to her heart and I gasped. “Did you know Clarke, Vovó?”

“Sim. I hadn’t seen her since she was a child, but yes, I knew her. When I first heard her name, I thought of our Clarke, but I didn’t know her mother had died. Or that Clarke had left Brazil. I thought it must be someone else.” Vovó took off her glasses and cleaned them on the bottom of her shirt. “I’m surprised that we hadn’t heard of Teresa’s passing.”

“I think their line is in chaos right now,” Janette said.

I bit my lip, considering Janette. “Do you know why Crosby went after you?”

She shook her head. “It’s all so hazy. I know Clarke and Crosby were both there. They didn’t mean to kill me. They were trying to get information from me.”

“What do you have that they’d want?”

This time, Faith spoke. “My mom has a photographic memory. I do too. She’s the record keeper of all our Waker histories and stories.”

I crossed my arms. “But you’re not sure what they were hoping to find?”

She shook her head. “No, but I’m pretty sure they didn’t find it. We have something for you. A peace offering to make up for the way Kathryn and Rachel have treated you.”

Faith dug in her purse and picked out a piece of handwritten notebook paper and handed it to me.

Unfolding it, I saw an entire page of handwritten words. “What is this?”

“This is what was on the scroll DJ destroyed.”

“You’re serious?” I clutched the paper with trembling fingers.

“Yes. I read it once. I remember what it said.”

I read over it and frowned. It was a bedtime story my grandma used to tell me, the one about the first Waker. The same childhood story Vovó had read to me at night when I was a child. I tried to hide my disappointment. “Thanks.”

“Not what you were hoping for?” Faith asked.

“Not really. What about the story made you think it would help?”

“Sophia Pendrell gave it to us.” Janette gave me a small grin. “Remember her?”

“Yeah,” I said with a laugh, rubbing the spot on my scalp. “She made a lasting impression.”

“It was something that her mother had given her, and before she died, she passed it on to her sister. She wanted to keep it from Christopher’s boys.” Janette moved closer to her daughter. “Something about their sickness. I’m not to clear on that.”

“Do you know all about the Pendrell boys?” I asked.

“Yes, Sophia’s stepsons were into so many things that they make that Thomas of yours look tame.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “I thought we knew everything they’d done.”

She shook her head. “I doubt you do.”

I looked again at the paper in my hand. “I appreciate you doing this for me, but why now? What’s changed?”

“Nothing has really changed, we finally just realized that our family branch doesn’t need Kathryn’s approval to help. Seeing Kalina stand up to her inspired us,” Faith explained. “You and your grandma are strong, but you can’t do this alone. He killed my mom. We have a personal stake in this and we’re at your service. We’re yours to command.”

I couldn’t find the words I needed. Her promise humbled me. “Thank you,” I finally managed. “Will the others help?”

Faith shook her head. “They’re too afraid of the consequences. They don’t want to get involved.”

I nodded. “Death is a scary threat.”

“And sometimes not dying is even worse,” Janette said under her breath.

I’m not sure what that meant, but her words sent a whisper of dread racing down my spine.
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The next afternoon Cherie and I decided to visit Headmaster Farnsworth again. We didn’t think he could help us, but he’d seemed lonely the last time we’d stopped by. Brent found out we were going and said he also wanted to be there. He hoped if he asked some questions from a different angle, it might help Mr. Farnsworth remember something important about Crosby.

Mr. Farnsworth smiled wide when he opened the door to his personal apartment.

“How are you doing, Sir?” Cherie asked.

“I’m good. It’s nice to see you two beautiful young ladies again. I’m sorry but my memory isn’t what it once was.” He tapped his head with his index finger. “I can’t remember your names.”

“No problem,” I said as I walked into his entryway. “I’m Yara and this is Cherie.”

“That’s right.” He patted his belly. “Those cookies you brought last time were delicious.”

“It’s good to see you, Mr. Farnsworth.” Brent followed us in. “I’m an alumnus as well.”

Headmaster Farnsworth studied Brent as he settled into his recliner. “You look familiar. You were on the swim team. Right? And you had a brother who . . . I’m sorry about what happened to him. That was a tragedy.”

“It was.” Brent laced his fingers together and cleared his throat. “I see that Mr. Crosby is doing well in his campaign.”

While Brent started his gentle questioning, I stared at the family tree picture hanging on the wall. It used to be in his office at the school and it showed how he was related to Sophia and Christopher Pendrell. Something about it looked different. I tuned back into the conversation to hear the end of one of Mr. Farnsworth answers.

“ . . . a lot of the seniors are working with him this year for their internships.”

“And you think that’s a good idea?” Brent asked.

“Of course.” Mr. Farnsworth crossed his ankle over his knee. “It’s a wonderful opportunity for the students to rub elbows with such a great man. He’s a testament to what a fine institution we run.”

“And what about all that happened with the Clutch?”

Cherie and I had asked an almost identical question on our last visit, but I still held my breath hoping for a different answer.

The Headmaster sat back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “The clutch? Do you mean the car accident he had with his father? I suppose it could’ve been a clutch problem.”

Brent, Cherie, and I exchanged disappointed glances. There was a lull in the conversation.

“That was a shame about his father,” Cherie finally said.

Mr. Farnsworth nodded. “It really was. Family is important.”

My eyes went back to the family tree and it finally clicked what was different. The whole branch that lead back to Lee Pendrell, Sophia’s son, was missing. Someone had removed it.

“Speaking of family . . .” I tilted my head toward the picture, hoping Brent and Cherie would notice the change.

“Jamie Crosby is a wonderful man,” the Headmaster said when my voice trailed off. “He was the ideal student and will make a fine governor. We were lucky enough to have him work at our school a few years ago.”

“So you don’t have a problem with his astral projecting?” Brent asked.

“What’s that?” The old man’s forehead wrinkled. “Projecting? You mean his economic projections?”

“Never mind.” I swallowed hard before asking a question that suddenly seemed very important. “You were related to a Sophia Pendrell, weren’t you?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never heard that name before.”

Cherie gasped and Brent sat up as straight as an ironing board beside me. Bile rose in the back of my throat as I considered a horrifying theory.

“I think we know enough,” Cherie whispered. In a louder voice, she turned the topic to less sensitive subjects.

We made small talk for a few minutes and then excused ourselves. We made it as far as the benches near the parking lot before I had to sit down.

“I know Alzheimer’s is a tricky thing, but didn’t that seem a bit odd to you?”

Brent ran his fingers through his hair. “Uh, yes. Forgetting our names isn’t so unexpected, but it seems like he’s been drinking the Crosby Kool-Aid, and that’s creepy. He didn’t remember projection or the Clutch; that was . . . not natural. Watching over the Clutch was like his family legacy.”

“Did you see his family tree?” I asked. “Lee Pendrell has been erased.”

Cherie tucked her hands under her thighs. “So Crosby got to him first.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “But how did he do that to his memory?”

“I don’t know.” Brent let out a long breath. “I’m starting to think this isn’t Alzheimer’s at all. He remembers everything except Crosby and the Clutch.”

“And us,” Cherie said. “He remembered you, Brent, but nothing about your abilities. He knows Yara and me from our last visit, but nothing about our time at school. You could be right, but is what you’re suggesting even possible?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I think we need to talk with Vovó.”
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“I’ve never heard of someone erasing memories,” Vovó said. “We know the Clutch could use mind control and Crosby has had three years with Pendrell’s research journals. Who knows what’s in those?”

“So you’re saying we could be right?” I asked.

Vovó put down the capsule she was filling with crushed herbs. “You might be.”

“How do we fix Mr. Farnsworth’s memories?” Cherie asked.

Vovó rubbed her temple. “You may never be able to fix them. If it is some kind of brain injury, it could be permanent.”

I shivered and goose bumps rose along my arms. “That’s horrible.”

Vovó’s eyes softened. “Especially since watching over the Clutch was a major part of his life. It would be like having an arm or leg cut off. He might not remember, but the some part of him would still be aware of the loss.”

“We need his help.” Cherie opened her laptop. “He knows more about the Clutch than probably any other person alive . . . well except for the members, and they’re in jail, still not talking.”

“We could talk to my dad,” Brent said, scooting closer to me on the bed. “He called again this morning.”

“No.” I put my hand over his. “Involving your dad is a bad idea. We can’t trust him.”

Brent’s posture wilted. “I know.”

“But why exactly did Crosby mess with Mr. Farnsworth’s memories?” I asked, turning back to Vovó. “Just to get access to Pendrell? To erase all of his information on the Clutch, or is there something more?”

Vovó shook her head. “In all the ways that count, it does not matter. All that matters is that Crosby is doing it.”

“There’s something else. “ Cherie looked up from her laptop.

The seriousness in her voice made my stomach tighten. “What?”

“I found Velasco.” She didn’t sound happy about it.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Brent asked.

Cherie shook her head. “Not really; she was killed in a car accident.”

“What?” I leaned on my side so I could see the computer screen. “When?”

I got a brief glimpse of a mangled car before Cherie clicked away from the page.

“Hold on; let me check something.” Cherie furiously tapped on her keyboard, her expression growing grim. She inhaled sharply. “Her accident was the same day as Roberts’ accident. It’s also same day you were attacked.”

“Probably the same day I was murdered.” DJ’s voice made me jump. I had been so wrapped up in Cherie’s discovery I hadn’t even noticed he had materialized in the room. “And the day that Janette lady was too.”

I relayed DJ’s insight to the others.

“Do you remember anything about how you died?” Vovó asked DJ.

He shook his head. “No.”

Brent leaned back on the bed, resting on his elbows. “It sounds like that was Crosby’s day to wipe out his enemies. But why that day? Did something change?”

Cherie grunted. “Not as far as I can tell. But something must have happened.”

Brent flopped flat onto the bed. “Maybe he figured out how to make his mind erasing thing work?”

“Maybe,” DJ said. “But I doubt it’s perfected. If it worked so well, he could’ve used it on the police detectives or even Yara.”

“So you think something happened he didn’t like?” Vovó asked, once again filling her tablets with herbs.

DJ jerked his head. “Yeah. I like to think it was me who rocked the boat.”

“No idea what you did?” I asked.

“Not a clue, but I’d like to think I did something worth dying for,” DJ said with a smirk.

Despite DJ’s boast, I didn’t know what had triggered Crosby’s killing spree, but I did have a terrifying theory that Crosby could selectively erase people’s memories. The sun dipped low in the sky and bathed the gold of Vovó’s room in pink.

“I think we need to all start keeping journals,” Cherie said. “Write down everything that’s happened and what we suspect. We’ll keep copies in different locations. That way even if Crosby steals our memories we won’t lose everything.”

“I always knew you were brilliant, Cherie.” I grinned. “I’ll be right back.”

I jumped from the bed and ran to my room. After rummaging in my desk, I pulled out some old spiral notebooks, pens, and pencils, which I carried back to everyone else.

Steve had joined the group and was getting caught up on what we’d learned.

“I say we keep some of them in non-electronic forms,” I told them. “I’d be more willing to believe something written in my own handwriting than a computer file.”

I passed out the notebooks and we all started writing. As I took notes on everything I could remember, I wondered what would happen if all I could remember was what I journaled here. Hands shaking just a little, I added in personal details about my life, like how much each person in this room meant to me.

A quick glance at Brent and my heart skipped a beat. I bit on the end of my pencil. How could I put into words my feelings for him? His smile that melted me like hot wax, the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. Words wouldn’t be enough, but I had to try. Someday, they might be my only link to the past.
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Vovó and I were watching an episode of the Amazing Race when Brent stopped by. He held up an empty jar we used to hold his medicine.

“I need another refill.”

I stared in horror at the empty container. It should have been enough to last a month at least. I had just given it to him a week ago. “You finished it.”

Brent ducked his head. “I know.”

Vovó clicked off the TV and took the jar. “Is it still working?”

Brent met my eyes for a moment and shook his head.

“Not really. Nothing serious yet, but I’m running a fever again. Not super high, but hotter than normal.” He crossed the room and sat beside me on the couch and tugged me onto his lap. Even through my clothes I could feel the heat coming off of him. “And I did get a nosebleed yesterday.”

I buried my head into the crook of his neck and inhaled the citrusy musky scent of him. “I’m losing you, aren’t I?”

“It’s time I spoke to the two of you.” Vovó sat in the chair across from us, setting the jar on the coffee table. I couldn’t even look at the jar; it made my stomach roll.

“Perhaps it’s time.” Before I could ask what she meant, my grandma asked, “Would you like to have your souls bound together?”

“Our souls?” I twisted on Brent’s lap so I could see her better. “Like what you did with DJ?”

“Yes and no.” Vovó smiled. “It’s more like a marriage. One that lasts beyond death.”

“I’ve never heard of it before,” I said.

“It’s not spoken of outside the Waker community, and hardly ever in it. It doesn’t happen often. It is extremely rare and precious.” She placed a hand over her heart. “The matriarch brings the two people together and performs the ceremony. Only the three of them are present. It’s a very private and special event that will bind your souls together for eternity. Even now that your grandfather is gone I can feel his spirit with me. Sometimes he visits my dreams.”

How wonderful would that be? To know that, even if we failed, Brent wouldn’t be completely separated from me. Brent’s hand tightened around my waist. I leaned my head against his chest and met his gaze. The yearning in his eyes brought tears to my own.

Brent pursed his lips. “Wouldn’t that mean it would be even harder for Yara to move on if I died? That doesn’t sound fair to her. Or whoever she ended up with.”

Moving on? How could he already talk about me moving on? Before I gave into my temptation to slug him, my grandma answered.

“Not necessarily. She would mourn and always miss you, but she would be able to move on with time. Just like she would without it. Her heart and her body would be able to love again, but her soul would always be yours.”

Brent frowned as he kissed the crown of my head. Worrying that he was still fixated on my future love, I smoothed his dark hair away from his forehead. “This isn’t about anyone else. This is about us.”

Brent brought his hand to his mouth and bit onto one of his nails. I gently pulled his finger free.

“You don’t have to do this Brent.” I had to explain this to my grandmother. Brent had already explained his thoughts on marriage to me. “Brent doesn’t want this grandma. He doesn’t want us to get married. He has his reasons and I —”

“That’s not true.” Brent lifted his finger to my chin and guided it so my eyes were staring into his. “I want to marry you, but a legal ceremony doesn’t make sense. I don’t want people to think we’re just getting married because I’m dying, that we’re making that commitment because we know it won’t last long. Like it’s on my bucket list. But this binding, or marriage of our souls that Vovó is talking about . . . ” He sighed, tears glistening in his eyes. “That’s what I want. My body may not last more than a year, but my soul—that will last forever. If there’s a way to tie myself to you, I want to take it.”

My throat closed up as he squeezed my hands tighter.

“I love you, Yara.” His voice broke. “I want to do this.”

“I do too,” I said in a breathless voice, tears puddling along my eyelashes.

The space between us grew palpable, charged, as if the air itself were filled with the love I saw pouring from his eyes. My heart warmed, sending fiery brilliance through my veins, a swarm of fireflies lighting up my soul, so intense it stole my breath. Brent’s eyes widened and I knew he felt it as well. Never had my heart been so full of love that it overflowed, becoming something tangible.

My grandmother sighed happily and I jumped. I’d forgotten she was there.

We turned toward her and the smile on her face was radiant.

“Yes, I knew I was right to suggest this. A couple is only told about the ceremony when the Matriarca believes the souls belong together, and I do. I’m certain of it.”

“How could you tell?” I asked, stroking my fingers along the back of Brent’s hands.

“It’s a sense. I can’t describe it, but I can almost see the link between your souls. And the way they lit up when I told you. The way you two reacted. I knew it was right.” She reached out and cradled my cheek in her hand. “You’re lucky, Querida, to have found your soul partner so young. Some people wait a lifetime to find theirs and others never find them at all.”

“We are lucky. So you’ll do this for us?” Brent asked, somehow pulling me closer.

She cleared her throat and wiped at her eyes. “Yes.”

“When?” I asked, my fingers threading through Brent’s.

“Right now, if you want.”

I looked down at my tattered jeans and cotton t-shirt and glanced around at my living room. Not the most romantic spot, but then I realized it didn’t matter what I was wearing or where we were; it only mattered who I was with.

“That sounds perfect.” My cheeks flushed. “If Brent’s okay with it.”

I glanced back at Brent and the earlier feeling returned in full force, so strong my insides melted.

“I’m very okay with it.” His answer was immediate, with no hesitation.

“You don’t worry that we’re too young?” I asked with baited breath.

Again, he didn’t even need to think about his answer. “No.” His hands slid around my waist. “Do you?”

“Not even close.”

He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand in mock relief. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Your mother is going to freak.” I traced my finger across his bottom lip and he kissed it. “So will mine!”

“We won’t tell them.” Brent kissed my finger again. “Vovó said it wasn’t something brought up in casual conversation.”

“True.” Vovó stood. “No one will know but the three of us.”

She stood and put one hand on each of our faces, smiling down on us like she was bestowing a benediction. “Savor the moment. I need to gather what I need.”

We didn’t speak, but lost ourselves in each other’s eyes. Before long, Vovó returned with bottles of oils and herbs, bowls, what looked like silver thread.

“Yara, sit across from Brent and hold his hands.”

I sat on the edge of the coffee table, our knees almost touching. Brent’s palms were dry, his hands steady. I squeezed tighter and he smiled.

After pouring her ingredients into different bowls, Vovó twined the thread around our clasped hands. It bit into my hands slightly, pressing our fingers close.

While pouring the green and purple contents of one of the bowls over our hands, she spoke. I only half paid attention to what she said—I couldn’t take my eyes off Brent—but I did catch words like souls, eternity and bound, spoken in a reverent, angelic voice.

If ever words were spoken that could join two souls, these were surely them. She pricked each of our index fingers with a sharp needle she had dipped in a purple liquid. A bead of blood appeared on each of our fingers and she pressed them together, mixing our blood.

An odd feeling stretched inside me, an awakening of some dormant part of myself that had slumbered my whole life.

“Do you desire this binding, Yara?” Vovó asked.

My eyes never left Brent’s brown ones.

“Yes,” I said in a breathy voice.

“Brent, do you desire this binding?”

“Yes.” His voice was solid, full of strength and conviction.

She tossed a handful of white powder that glittered in the air. It flashed a bright silvery-white as it fell over and around us like fairy dust.

The burst of iridescent light engulfed us. In one heartbeat, Brent became part of me—an extension of myself, the air in my lungs, the marrow in my bones, the blood in my veins. Our hearts stopped and restarted, beating now in perfect unison.

The world spun and I looked out through Brent’s eyes, seeing myself the way he did for a moment before twirling back into my own body.

My soul was complete in a way it hadn’t been before. The love I had for him—that I thought couldn’t grow stronger—exploded, filling every inch of me from the roots of my hair to the tips of my toes. My heart swelled, allowing more love than I thought humanly possible to engulf me.

DJ and I had been joined by strings of light, but Brent and I were more. Soldered together, melded into one being.

The joy inside me grew too strong to be contained and it burst out of me, filling the air, becoming almost corporeal, illuminating the space between Brent and me with glowing crystals that shimmered and shone. The beauty of it transformed the plain living room and my simple clothes into something more.

In one blink, a dark haired woman stood before me with three girls gathered around her, and in the next blink they were gone.

The luminance dimmed and the emotional charge sparked one more brilliant burst of silver light before vanishing.

Vovó bowed her head and took a deep breath before unwinding the silvery thread from around our hands.

“It is done.” She wiped a tear away from her eyes, a bright smile on her face. “Bonita. I’m so happy for you to have found a love so strong.”

Quietly, softly, she kissed our cheeks, gathered her things, and left. Neither of us could move, both basking in the wonder of what had just happened.

My chest constricted, too full of love to allow a full breath. Brent pulled me close, our foreheads resting together, his eyes boring into mine, gasping for air.

“Wow.”

Brent nodded, and wiped a tear from my cheek. I did the same for him.

“Yara, this proves it. You’re more than my girlfriend, or a high school crush. More even than a fiancée. Those words don’t mean enough. You are my soul mate; the heavens created my soul to be paired with yours. Man, I sound like a girl, but it’s true.”

His words were so lovely, I wanted to reciprocate, to create a masterpiece of words to describe how I felt but I couldn’t find them. They didn’t exist.

Another tear rolled down my cheek. I didn’t bother to wipe it away. I had never felt more naked or seen Brent more open than in that moment.

“I’m yours and I always will be. And you’re mine. Even if we fail,” my voice broke, “you’ll always be mine. Crosby can’t take you from me. Not really.”

We both moved at the same time and threw our arms around each other. Brent’s arms had always felt right to me, but now they felt essential. His citrusy-musky scent washed over me and through me. There was nowhere else in the world I wanted to be, nowhere else I was supposed to be. I had found my soul’s north star.

 

[image: Image]

 

I was in the middle of reading the comic section of the newspaper when DJ appeared in the chair next to me looking more sullen than I’d seen him in a long time.

“You could have warned me,” he said.

I lowered the comics and cocked my eyebrow. “About what?”

Brent paused the tapping of his pencil and looked up from his Sudoku puzzle. “Talking to me or a ghost?”

“DJ.”

Brent full on smirked. “I bet he’s not too happy right now.”

“About what?”

DJ threw his hands in air. “About being part of a binding I never agreed to! Now I’m tied to you and Brent.”      

“You’re bound to Brent?” I looked between the two of them. They both nodded, and either looked happy about it. “How? Vovó didn’t mention that.”

I turned to Brent. “Did you know? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I could feel this pain in my neck and figured it was him.” Brent’s flashed his mischievous grin. “I would’ve mentioned it, but I didn’t think it mattered.”

“Not matter?”

I spun to DJ. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to be bound to anyone else. If I had known it would affect you in any way, I would have warned you. You trusted me and—”

“I don’t mind,” he cut in. DJ’s eyes softened and he drummed his fingers against his thigh. “I can feel how disgustingly happy you are both about this. I just would have liked a heads up. And the bond isn’t the same as it is with you. I can feel it, but it’s different, not as strong.”

“It does seem like something Vovó should have known though.” I folded the comics in half and put them down. “Doesn’t it?”

“I’m sure she did.” Brent reached his hands above his head and stretched. “Either she thought it wasn’t important, or thought it was so important she was afraid to mention it.”

“I think Brent’s right. Your grandma’s like a shaman. She knows everything. If she thinks something’s important, she makes it happen. And she doesn’t make mistakes.”

They were both right; Vovó knew what she was doing, whether she chose to explain herself or not. I could only wonder how this would play into the grand scheme of things.

“Where is Vovó?” Brent asked, glancing out the kitchen window. “I thought she wanted us to work in the garden with her this afternoon.”

The setting sun fell behind the trees, casting long shadows across the yard. “She needed to stock up on a few essentials.”

“Yeah,” Brent said, checking his watch. “But that was like three hours ago.”

DJ looked out the window. “Maybe she ran into some ghost that needed help.”

But what ghost would take three hours to cross over?

I picked up my phone and dialed her number. It went straight to voicemail. An edge of worry gnawed at me. She always answered her phone.

“I might be paranoid, but DJ, can you go try to track her down?”

DJ nodded. “Of course. I’ll find her. I promise.”

He vanished and I tried to ignore the chill that whispered across my skin.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

“Have you heard anything yet?” Brent asked for the fifteenth time. I checked my screen. Dropping my phone in my lap, I shook my head.

“Trying not to worry only makes it worse. She wouldn’t just disappear like this.”

Brent pulled me closer, both of us jerking around when we heard the back door open. I couldn’t completely hide my disappointment when Cherie and Steve walked into the room.

“You’ll never believe what I found!” Cherie held out her phone to me. The display reminded me of a radar screen from an old movie, concentric green lines on a black background with a spinning dial lighting up a red blip as it swept past.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A ghost app,” Cherie said, her free hand doing jazz fingers.

Brent and I exchanged amused looks.

“It lets me know if there are spirits present.” Cherie studied the screen and then pointed across the room. “There’s a ghost there.”

I looked to the empty corner. “Sorry, Ree. There isn’t.”

“Aw, man,” Steve said. “You know she’s feeling sorry for you when she pulls out the childhood nickname.”

Cherie dropped her phone and leaned back in her chair, letting out a weary sigh. “I guess that was a waste of ninety-nine cents.”

Steve squeezed into the chair beside her and patted her shoulder. “I’m being very supportive and not saying ‘I told you so’ right now.”

She glared at him. I peeked over at Brent, expecting to see him laughing, but instead he had paled, staring where Cherie had pointed.

“What is it?”

He looked toward me, his eyes wide. “There is a ghost there.”

I checked again. “No, there isn’t.”

He ran his hand across his eyes. “Okay, not a ghost then, but a spirit.”

Cherie sat up. “There is? And Yara can’t see it?”

“He’s already crossed over.” Brent got to his feet, his eyes still staring at the spirit I couldn’t see.

Cherie picked up her phone with renewed interest, cradling it to her chest. “Do you know him?”

“Christopher Pendrell.”

My eyes flew to the empty space again. I had almost forgotten that this was something Brent could do, seeing spirits that had gone into the light.

“What’s he saying?” I asked before remembering Brent couldn’t hear the ghosts he saw. “What’s he doing?”

Brent stared at the not quite empty corner, his eyebrows knitting together. Irritation rattled inside me. Ghosts were the thing I had been trained to deal with and having to rely on a third party bugged me. I suddenly had a lot more empathy for Cherie’s plight, wanting to see ghosts and not being able to.

“He’s mouthing something to me and moving his hand like he’s writing.”

“Writing… writing…” Cherie mumbled.

Steve snapped his fingers. “His journals.”

“He’s nodding.” Brent sounded surprised.

I tucked my legs beneath me, leaning forward on the couch and watched Brent instead of the corner. “Can he tell us where they are?”

“He’s shaking his head no.”

I licked my lips considering my next question. “Crosby has them, right?”

“He’s saying no.”

“And Crosby wants them back?” Steve asked.

“He’s really nodding now.” Brent folded his hands behind his back. “And he’s sniffing his hand.”

“Why?” I asked

Brent scowled at me. “I don’t know.”

“Is it a mineral?” Cherie asked at the same time Steve asked, “Is it a vegetable?”

“What?” My attention left my boyfriend’s face and studied my best friend and her fiancé.

She shrugged. “It feels like we’re playing twenty questions. It seemed like a good question to start with.”

Steve put his arm around Cherie. “We’re reigning champs in my fraternity house. We’re even better at charades.”

“That would be great, but we can’t really see what he’s doing,” I said.

“Brent can.” Steve turned toward Brent. “If you copy the actions Christopher’s doing, we can guess.”

“Then Christopher can tell us if we’re right or wrong.” Cherie gathered her hair in her hand and brought it over her shoulder.

Even with all the non-normal in my life, it still seemed strange to play charades with a spirit who had crossed over.

Brent focused on the corner for a while then turned to us and lifted his hands, wiggling his fingers while lowering them to his waist.

I covered my mouth to hide my laugh and tried to concentrate. “Rain?”

Brent snuck a glance over his shoulder. “Yep.” He did his wiggling rain fingers to his waist again, then brought his hands out smooth.

“Dirt? Ground?” Steve asked.

Brent checked again. “Yep.” Then he brought his hands up and spread them wide.

“Plants?” Cherie guessed.

“He’s nodding,” Brent informed us. “Okay so now he is doing the same moves, but shaking his head no.”

“No rain, no—”

“Drought?” I cut in. “Maybe it has to do with the drought. Is it the drought in Brazil?”

“Definite yes,” Brent said. “Now he’s doing this again.”

He mimed the plant motion.

“Is it something about the plants in the drought?” I asked.

“Yes. He’s holding up one finger.”

“So, there’s one plant we’re looking for.” Cherie said.

“Is it the mango tomato?” I asked sarcastically.

Cherie threw her pillow at me. “Is it a plant that was destroyed because of the drought?”

Brent ran his finger through his hair. “Huh. He’s making a so-so sort of motion. And now he’s pointing to himself.”

“He’s connected to the plant?” Steve stroked his jaw.

“Pankurem!” Cherie said, dancing in her seat.

“That can’t be it, it wasn’t destroyed.” I reclined back on the couch. “Remember he brought it to Pendrell and gave it to his sons.”

“Whoa.” Brent laughed. He didn’t like that, Yara, based on the look on his face.”

“Sorry, Christopher.”

“I think you’re forgiven.” Brent smirked at me. “Christopher gave you a graceful head nod.” Brent bit on his nails.

“Is it Pankurem, Christopher?” I asked.

“He’s nodding and yet doing a so-so motion. Any ideas what that means?”

We all stared at each other blank faced. Brent gave his attention back to Christopher.

“I think we’re going to have to move on from whatever that word is. But you said you’re connected to the plant?” Brent stared at the corner again. “You had it? You wanted it? Okay . . . he wanted this plant.”

“Why?” I asked, pulling the throw pillow Cherie had tossed at me onto my lap.

“He’s folded his arms and rocking them side to side.”

“Like a baby?” Steve asked.

“Yeah.” Brent tapped his finger against his lips. “You wanted it for your sons?” Brent dropped his hand to his waist. “Now it looks like he’s motioning me forward.”

“Or urging you to continue the thought.” Cherie drew her knees to her chest. “Did it have to do with his sons?”

Brent jerked his head up and down, his eyebrows pulled together as he watched. “He’s pretending to cough and then take a deep breath.”

“His sons were pretty sick at the end,” Cherie said. “Maybe he thought it would make them better?”

“He’s nodding again and still urging us forward. Oh, now he’s pointing at me.”

“Did it have to do with Lee?” I asked.

“No. He’s shaking his head, but he’s still pointing at me.”

“Okay, so what do we know about you, Brent?” Steve gave Brent a shrewd once over. “You can project.”

Brent nodded. “He’s urging us onward.”

My heart jumped and sunk at the same time.

“You’re sick,” I said, my voice hoarse.

Brent jerked back. “Okay, that was a huge yes.”

Cherie bit her lip, considering. “Because you had your body taken over.”

“Again a yes.” Brent’s voice was quiet

      “Remember what Janette said?” I asked. “That we didn’t know everything the Pendrell boys had done? Maybe . . . maybe his sons were starting to take over people’s bodies like Thomas did.”

“Yep, he’s nodding.” Brent gnawed again on his nails.

“Maybe that’s how Thomas got the idea,” Cherie said in a quiet voice.

Steve rubbed his face with his hands. “So Christopher wanted to cure the people whose bodies they’d possessed?”

“Yes.” Brent’s eyes were wide as he stared at Christopher. “Whatever Crosby is looking for in the journals talks about some Pankurem-like plant . . . that got destroyed in the Brazilian drought . . . and that could cure the victims of Pendrell’s sons. People—” Brent’s eyes went wide and he spun toward me. “People who were sick like me.”

The room went dead silent.

Had Crosby been chasing the same cure we were after?

My hands and legs shook as adrenaline rushed through me. “We need to do more research on the drought. We need to find out if there is a list of plants that were destroyed.”

“We could ask Modesto for help,” Cherie said with a grin.

I threw the pillow back at her, suddenly lightheaded with giddiness. “Sure, I have another hour to spare hearing about his newest mango tomato sprout. We read through his paper on the drought. Do you remember any details? Anything about specific plants?”

Cherie blinked at me like she wasn’t sure I was serious and shook her head.

“Do you think Modesto can help us?” Brent asked Christopher. “He’s saying yes.”

“Great. Do you think we can actually get him to talk about something else beside his tomatoes?” I asked Cherie.

“I doubt it,” she said, “but he does have Christopher’s seal of approval.” Cherie rolled her eyes. “Maybe we could ask Christopher if there’s someone else who can help.” She glanced at her phone and frowned. “Oh, he’s gone, right?”

“He’s gone,” Brent confirmed.

Cherie stared at her phone for a second before a wide, glowing grin spread across her face. She held her phone close to her chest and laughed.

“That was the best ninety-nine cents I’ve ever spent!”

I totally agreed.

Brent shifted closer, slipping his hand into mine. I could feel his emotions, a riot of conflicting anxieties and hopes. Still, we had another lead, something we wouldn’t have had without Cherie’s new toy.

The smile on my face crumbled when DJ appeared. The troubled look in his green eyes told me that whatever he’d found wasn’t good. I shot to my feet and stepped closer. “What happened?”

“Who is it?” Cherie asked, jumping to her feet. I ignored her, all of my attention locked on DJ.

“The police picked Vovó up. She’s okay, but she’s in the hospital, Yara.”

DJ stared at me and I searched his eyes for any sign that this might be a cruel joke or a lie. I found nothing.

“I have to go.” I turned to my friends. “DJ says Vovó’s in the hospital.”

DJ placed a steadying hand on my shoulder. “I think Crosby got to her. She seems a little confused.”

It felt like someone had drained the oxygen from the room and gravel was churning in my stomach. Crosby had hurt Vovó. Brent put his arm around me. It was the only thing that kept me on my feet.

“Come on,” he said leading me toward the door. “I’ll drive.”
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I’d just spotted my parents in the hallway outside Vovó’s hospital room when my cell phone rang. It’s happy jingle sounded wrong for the moment. My mom had her phone pressed to her ear, but hung up when she saw me. “Yara. I was just calling you,” she said and my own cell phone went silent.

“How did you know, Bonita?” Dad’s eyes were red, but otherwise he seemed okay.

“I sent DJ looking for her. He told me to come here.” I hugged my dad, pressing my face into his chest. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“It’s all right.” Dad rubbed my back. “It’ll be okay. I’ll go in with you.”

My grandma lay in a hospital gown in the bed, looking smaller and older than I had ever seen her. New wrinkles etched the corners of her eyes and mouth, and the silver in her hair had bleached into a pale white.

I expected to find her weak, but when she noticed me, she gave me a wide grin, full of energy.

I stepped closer. “Are you okay?”

She pushed her glasses up her nose. “Sim, they think I didn’t drink enough water and got too much sun. I’ll be out of here soon.”

I sat on the edge of her bed and clutched her hand. “I was so worried. I’m glad you’re okay.”

My free hand grasped the green malachite bead in my coat pocket. A quick glance around her room showed a surprising absence of spirits. Did she have a bead too? Knowing my grandma, she’d more likely been getting rehydrated and crossing spirits over at the same time. She could rock the multi-tasking thing.

“Hey Vovó, did you already clear out all the ghosts? Or do you have your bead? I thought they’d be swarming you.”

Vovó’s mouth opened and genuine surprise flitted across her face. “Ghosts? You think the hospital is haunted?”

I remember DJ saying she’d been confused, probably because of the heatstroke. She must have had a pretty severe case. I gently stroked her hand, which clutched the edge of the hospital blanket. “Vovó, of course it’s haunted; all hospitals are.”

Her face paled. “Really? How do you know?”

“Because I can see them,” I said slowly. A feeling on unease sparked in my gut.

Her eyes widened and she drew her head back. “You can see ghosts? Are you playing a joke on your grandma?”

I swallowed hard. “Do you know what a Waker is, or an Acordera?”

Her hand clutching the sheet started to shake and a trickle of sweat trailed down her forehead. “No.”

The air rushed out of my lungs. I felt like I had been teetering along the edge of the Grand Canyon and Vovó’s words had just pushed me over. I was free falling.

Crosby had stolen Vovó. I knew her body was still here, but an essential part of herself was missing, something as vital to her as a limb. Would she sometimes feel the phantom pains of what he’d ripped from her?

Vovó studied me, over the edge of her glasses. “You don’t look well, Querida.”

I patted her arm and forced a smile. “I’m fine. You’re right. I was only teasing.”

She wagged a finger at me. “You shouldn’t tease an old lady, especially not when she’s in the hospital.”

Tears built behind my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I gathered her in my arms and held her tight. She still smelled the same: sweet, almost musty like orchids.

The familiar scent and safety of her embrace broke the dam on the tears I’d built. A single tear rolled down each cheek, moistening the fabric of her cheap cotton gown.

How was I supposed to cure Brent and defeat Crosby without my grandma? What would I do if she never remembered being a Waker? With the back of my hand I wiped away my tears before she noticed. Trying to gauge how much of her memory she’d lost, I made gentle inquiries until a nurse came in to check on her.

My feet clomped heavily on the walk back to the waiting room, no doubt weighed down by my heart. According to my mom, the doctors felt like Vovó had been lucky and was completely recovered. But no matter what they said, Vovó wasn’t okay.

The glass doors slid open and shut, catching the rays of morning sun. The TV droned, the smell of stale coffee wafted through, mingling in the air with the agitation of those awaiting news of their loved ones.

Cherie and Brent jumped up from their plastic chairs when I emerged. My dismay must have show because Brent instantly put his arms around me. “What’s wrong? Is she not stable?”

I closed my eyes. “Physically she’s fine. The doctors can’t seem to find anything wrong with her.”

“That’s good, right?” Brent asked.

“Crosby got to her.” I stared at a water stain on the ceiling, not wanting to see their faces when I told them about this. “She’s forgotten what a Waker is.”

The magazine Cherie had been reading fluttered to the ground. “What about her knowledge of herbs, the Waker history?”

“Gone.”

“What are we going to do?” Cherie asked, sounding more hopeless than I’d ever heard my bubbly friend.

I sank into the nearest chair, my legs refusing to support me. “I have no idea. Absolutely no idea.”

“We could talk to the American Wakers,” Brent suggested. He stood behind me, rubbing my shoulders.

“They want you for a lab rat; remember? Or maybe a stud for procreating a super genetic Waker baby.”

“I’m only offering my stud services to you.”

Despite the circumstances I smiled. “I don’t trust Kathryn.”

“What about Kalina or Faith?” Cherie asked, sitting across from me. “They seemed willing to help.”

“I’m not sure about them either,” I said.

“So where does that leave us?” Cherie asked, leaning forward in her chair.

“Trying to save the world alone. Again,” Brent said with a huff of laughter.

Cherie rubbed her hand across her forehead. “It feels like high school all over again.”

Brent moved his fingers up my neck, working the knots out. “What if he does that to us? What if he erases our memories too?”

“Is there anything we can do to prevent that?” Cherie asked.

I let out a humorless laugh. “This would normally be the point where I’d ask Vovó for the answer.”

“We can ask Dalva and Rosane,” Cherie said.

“What about Kalina or Faith?” Cherie asked, sitting across from me. “They seemed willing to help.”

“I’m not sure about them either,” I said.

Brent rubbed my arm. “I think they already put forward a pretty good show of trust. Even if it didn’t help, Kalina tried to give you the scroll. And Faith told you what was on it.”

I knew he was right, but it was too much to think about right now. My grandma should be the one to make the big decisions. “How am I supposed to do this without Vovó?”

Neither of them answered. But their silence spoke volumes. They both thought I needed to reach out. Still, I had to be sure.

“You really think calling Kalina is a good idea?” I finally asked.

“I think it’s a great idea.” He held up both hands. “But I’m not the one in charge. That would be you.”

I suddenly sympathized with Atlas.

“How did I end up being the leader? I never wanted this. I never wanted to make decisions that could get people hurt. I feel so alone.”

“Hey, now. You’re not alone.” He put his arm around me and pulled me against his chest. “You have me and Cherie and Steve. It isn’t just you against Crosby and his minions.”

“I know. I do know, but . . . it all just feels so hopeless.”

“ Don’t let yourself be beaten before you even begin.”

I tilted my head back so I could look into his eyes. “That sounds like something Vovó would say.”

“She may have said something like that to me once.” He leaned closer and kissed the tip of my nose.

“Looks like you don’t have to choose after all,” Cherie said.

I opened my eyes and saw Kalina standing in the doorway of the waiting room. She shifted from foot to foot, her face pale and her hands shaking.

“I’m so sorry, Yara. I saw what happened to your grandma in a vision.”

The empathy in her face surprised me.

“Have you seen anything like this before?” I asked. “Crosby messing with people’s memories?”

She cleared her throat, nodding slowly. “Yes.”

I sat up. “And you didn’t warn us?”

“I couldn’t!” She stepped forward, her hands held out in front of her. “Kathryn compelled me not to.”

“That excuse won’t—”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything, Yara. Knowing wouldn’t have saved her. I promise.”

Cherie looked away, wiping her eyes, and Brent rested his forehead against my shoulder. I couldn’t feel anything. It was like my body had overloaded and shut down.

Kalina cleared her throat and her voice dropped to hoarse whisper. “It happened to my mom, weeks ago. I’m still trying to put the pieces back together.”

Something about the way her voice sounded, the way she looked when she said that reminded me of the day she showed up at my house. My shoulders dropped a little.

“It happened the day you brought me the scroll, didn’t it?”

She blinked. “How did you know?”

“Something major must’ve happened for you to go against Kathryn.”

Her hands clenched and she plopped into a chair next to Cherie. “I never wanted anybody else to have to go through this. Not letting me warn you was the final straw.”

Kalina and I already shared a lot in common but we’d never really bonded over being a Waker or a Returned. But this was a time where we might truly need each other.

I licked my lips, gathering my courage to ask the question I really wanted to know. “Do you know if this permanent? Has your mom gotten any better at all?”

“I don’t know if it can be reversed, but so far no, my mom hasn’t regained any of her Waker knowledge.”

I shuddered and collapsed against Brent, the pain breaking through the numbness that had sunk into my bones. “So not the answer I was hoping for.”

Brent’s fingers closed around my hip and his eyes mirrored my own sorrow.

Was this how Crosby would win? Cornering us when we were alone, when our guard was down? That was the track we were on. I didn’t want to go out that way.

The only way to change our fate was to alter our game plan, to go on the offensive. There had to be a lead out there, some clue where to find Crosby. And we’d find it.

In that moment, I made my decision.

“We’ve been playing it safe for too long and he’s picking us off one by one. We’ve got to up the stakes and take the fight to him.”

Kalina’s eyes lit up. “That is exactly what I hoped you’d say.”

Standing up, she handed me a piece of paper with a list of names. “Those people will be at your house tomorrow at four. We have a war to plan.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

Cherie walked through the back door and DJ moved out of her way so she wouldn’t step through him.

“I sat for another two hours listening to Modesto talk about the drought,” she said.

“And?” Brent looked up from the map of California he’d been studying.

I closed my eyes, stuffing away the disappointment as I set down the article I’d printed. We’d been poring over every article and Crosby sighting we could find trying to pinpoint where he could be hiding out.

Cherie sighed as she sat down. “Even with my leading questions, he didn’t mention anything about ghosts or Wakers.”

“What about plant life?” Brent asked.

“It was mostly basic crops that were affected, which we already knew.” She took her hair out of the bun she’d been wearing and shook it free. “If there’s some magical plant, Modesto doesn’t know about it. And he said no one else has really made a study of the drought. He couldn’t give us any other sources.”

“Then why did Christopher send us back to him?” I asked.

Cherie opened her mouth, but her phone beeped and she glanced at the screen. “Did you know there are three ghosts here?”

She looked up at me to confirm and I shook my head. “I only see DJ.”

Cherie glanced around the kitchen with a sad smile. “Hi, DJ. We miss you, you backstabbing little twerp.”

DJ laughed. “She always could hold a grudge.”

I ignored him and asked Brent, “Who else is here?”

He tilted his head toward the fridge. “Phil Lawson and a guy dressed in a Pendrell uniform that I don’t recognize. Oh, now there’s also a lady who looks familiar.”

Cherie studied the dots blipping on her screen. “Who else have you seen so far? Besides Christopher and Neal.”

“Yara’s brother Kevin,” he said.

Cherie’s hand went to her heart. “You saw Kevin?”

My brother had been Cherie’s first serious boyfriend and they’d still been dating when he died. It had been hard for her on Halloween, when I could see him and she couldn’t. Judging by her wistful expression, discovering Brent had seen him wasn’t any easier.

“How did he look?”

“Good.” Brent marked a spot on the map. “He looked really good. And happy.”

I knew that, but it was always good to hear.

Cherie grinned at me, but quickly shook her head. “So, we know that Christopher has been trying to relay messages to you. What about the others?”

Brent cleared his throat. “I think they want me to come into the light with them.”

“Oh.” Cherie’s eyes cut to mine.

I couldn’t look at her. Hearing that still stabbed at my heart. It was worse since the binding ceremony Vovó had performed. Losing Brent would be . . . awful didn’t begin to describe it.

Cherie tucked her phone into the pocket of her jeans. “Okay, well, don’t listen to them. If the light comes for you, run in the opposite direction.”

“But what about all those near death experiences?” Brent folded up his map. “They always talk about the light.”

“Those were people who saw the light, but hadn’t crossed into it yet. Not completely,” I said.

“So if I see the light, I run.” Brent gave Cherie a salute. “Got it.”

“Tell him he can follow me,” DJ said. “I’m not going anywhere near that light.”

I ignored DJ and moved around the table, sliding onto Brent’s lap. Placing my palms on his cheeks, my fingers caressed his face. I could smell the peppermint candy he’d been snacking on. His breath warmed my lips while his brown eyes stared into mine.

“Brent, if the light comes for you, it’ll break my heart, but you can’t run. I’ve seen the ghosts that get left behind and I don’t want you to end up like that.” I took a deep breath and pressed a kiss to his lips. Short and soft, but sincere. “If the light comes, go into it. When it’s my time, I want you to be waiting for me there.”

I forced myself not to cry, to be brave. No matter how selfish I was, I never wanted Brent’s spirit to end up lost and wandering alone where I may not be able to find him.
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The humming of the garage door motor announced Vovó’s arrival home from the hospital. Cherie, Brent, and I formed a welcoming line at the door leading into the kitchen just as it opened. She appeared exactly the same as always. If only she really were. She gave us each a hug as she passed.

“What did the doctors say,” I asked my dad as he closed the door behind him.

“They don’t know, but they’re thinking it might have been dehydration. Or some form of a stroke, although their scans don’t show that. It’s not like their theory is going to include memory wiping.” He sighed and shoved his hands in his back pockets, looking every minute of his fifty years. “They aren’t sure what to make of her memory loss and aren’t sure about it being permanent. But they all said she seemed healthy.”

It was pretty much what I’d expected, but not what I’d hoped.

“I have to go,” Cherie said. “Steve and I have are having dinner with his parents tonight.”

“Be safe.”  I tugged on her hair.

“I will.” I locked the door behind her and wondered if I’d ever feel okay letting anyone leave my sight again.

My mom heated up some leftovers for dinner and we all sat down to eat.

“I almost forgot. A nurse at the hospital was talking about a rally Crosby’s sponsoring,” Mom said, setting extra silverware on the table. “And this lead wasn’t given to us by Brent’s evil dad, either.” My mom grimaced and gave Brent an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

DJ and Brent snorted at the same time.

“No problem,” Brent said while DJ piped in, “Just saying it how it is.”

“That’s not very polite, young man,” Vovó said, reaching for the butter and glaring at DJ.

Brent and My mom appeared confused. I mouthed, “DJ,” to them, and they both nodded.

“DJ hasn’t had the best experiences with Brent’s dad, Vovó,” I told her. “But you’re right; he shouldn’t say such things in front of Brent.”

“Exactly.” Vovó spread some butter on her roll. “Manners are very important.”

After seeing Vovó’s panic-filled eyes when I mentioned ghosts to her at the hospital, we’d decided not to tell her how many she encountered every day. If it hadn’t been so tragic, it would have been pretty funny.

Brent stared in the general direction of DJ. His eyes widened then narrowed. With a frown on his face, he rubbed his eyes and then he leaned toward me and whispered, “I can see DJ.”

“What?” I lowered my voice and scooted my chair closer so we could have a private conversation. “How’s that possible?”

Brent shrugged. “Maybe it has something to do with our souls binding? He’s sorta bound to both of us, now.”

“Or it could be part of your genetically altered DNA,” I suggested. “Think you can see all ghosts now, or just DJ?”

“I’m not—” he started to respond in a quiet voice.

“Well, Crosby’s rally is at a bus terminal.” My mom interrupted us, bringing the conversation back to Crosby. “I think it’s such a weird location. Why would he have it there?”

“We’re finishing this conversation later,” I told Brent before answering my mom. “I have no idea.”

“Maybe it’s the only place that’d let Crosby in.” Brent wiped his mouth with his napkin. “They’re used to cockroaches and rats there.”

I laughed. “I say we go. See what information we can gather and then regroup.”

Brent glanced at Vovó and raised his eyebrow. “You don’t want to go in guns blazing?”

I shook my head. “I would love to, but he’s too strong. We have to figure out what we’re up against first.”

I just hoped we could survive our scouting mission.

My dad cleared his throat. “I don’t think you should go at all. This is his first public event. Don’t you think he’ll be waiting for you?” He reached out and chucked me gently under my chin. “He may have more strength and greater numbers, but you’re smarter.”

The doorbell rang before I could whine about how hard it would be to miss this opportunity.

“That should be Kalina and Faith now,” I said, standing up from the table.

Kalina didn’t look happy when I opened the door. She had a crease between her eyebrows, and her face was pale. Before I could ask her what was wrong, she handed me a plain white envelope.

I opened it and read the letter inside.

Did you like the sample of what I can do? I could have taken her completely, but I wanted you to have a reminder of what will happen to the people you love if you continue to meddle. I can make you forget anyone and anything. Don’t try me. Give me what I want.

A single C signed the note.

I crumpled the note and stalked to the kitchen, my entire body trembling. I forced myself to sit, but my hands wouldn’t stop quivering. Brent pried my hand open and muttered a swear word after reading the letter. He passed it on to my parents.

Faith and Kalina sat down and we stared at the note now resting in the center of the table, all of us silent. Sure his threat was scary, but more than anything, it infuriated me, leaving me boiling and raging, waiting to explode. I took a deep breath, trying not to let his gloating get to me.

Janette appeared beside DJ. Vovó rubbed her eyes and squinted at Janette. “You are certainly spry. I didn’t even see you come in.”

Janette smiled at Vovó. “I’m sorry if I scared you. I came with my daughter.”

Vovó grinned. “A pleasure to meet you.”

Kalina’s eyes shone with pity as she greeted my grandma. My mom glanced around at the gathering and quietly gathered up two plates of dinner, guiding Vovó out of the room and away from a conversation that would only confuse and scare her. Faith claimed her seat while Kalina took the chair next to my dad.

“So how do you want to start?” Faith asked.

Everyone was watching me, waiting for my decision. I fidgeted in my seat.

“Well, I found a notebook with some ideas Vovó jotted down before . . . ” My throat closed on the words and I shuddered. “Anyway, she thought that a recipe she forced out of Thomas might be useful.”

Brent nodded. “Didn’t Thomas say the Clutch used it for mind control?”

Nodding, I continued. “They used it to force their will on others, but she thought it might strengthen a person’s own will, protecting their minds. She thought if we took it, it could act as a shield that’d protect against compulsion and memory erasing.”

“It might work.” Janette moved around the table as she spoke. Brent’s eyes tracked her. Apparently he could see other ghosts too.

“I would love to be on the other end of compelling.” DJ hooked his thumbs into his belt loops.

“Careful DJ. Don’t make me order you to not abuse it,” I warned. “You know I can now.”

He glowered and moved further away from me.

“It can’t hurt to try,” Faith said.

“I agree.” Kalina shuddered. “The alternative isn’t pleasant.”

“What about your sister?” Janette asked. “She’s a Waker too, right?”

“She is,” I said. “She couldn’t get away from work, but she’ll be here soon.”

“Good,” Faith said. “We’ll need all the help we can get.”

There was a lull in the conversation, a silence broken only by the ticking of the clock in the hallway.

“Have you had any visions recently?” my dad asked Kalina.

“Yes.” She rested her hand against her forehead and closed her eyes for a few seconds. “I can see a battle with Crosby and Clarke, but they’re only flashes. I can’t tell when or where it is. I’ve seen his four bodyguards. They’re like Brent. They have telekinetic abilities and can manipulate air. And they can project.”

Brent frowned. “I’ve never fought anyone with talents like mine.”

“Be glad; they look tough,” Kalina said.

DJ nodded. “I think I remember them. It’s still a blur, with holes like Swiss cheese, but if I remember right, they totally kicked my trash. I think they’re the ones who caught me.”

“He lured me in using a ghost.” Janette stopped behind Faith. It was odd to see Faith’s reflection in the window but not her mother’s. “The spirit of a young man who said he needed help, and asked me to come with him. He led me to . . . I wish I could remember, but I know it’s where I died.”

“He tried that trick on me too,” I said, and told them about my encounter at the wedding dress shop.

“Great! He’s smart too,” my dad muttered, collecting a stack of dirty dishes. “See? This is why I told you not to go to the bus terminal.”

Kalina’s eyes grew wide. “Do not go there. That would end very badly.”

Any lingering desire I had to go to that rally vanished with her pronouncement.

My dad looked around the room. “What if DJ or Janette went to the rally?”

“That won’t work,” Faith said. “We’ve sent spirits to spy for us before and they never returned. We think his Waker compelled them to leave, or to join his side. Maybe she even banished them.”

The dishes in my dad’s hands rattled. “How awful.”

Faith pulled out a pad of paper and pen from her purse. “What resources do we have?”

“Two ghosts who can’t get close to the villain, a sick hero, and three young Wakers,” Brent said. “I am obviously playing the part of the hero.”

“Of course you are, Handsome.” I gave Brent a quick kiss on the cheek before diving back into the conversation. “I refuse to believe there haven’t been other Crosbys before, people who’ve upset the spirit world.” I tilted my chair back so it rested on two legs. “But I’ve been through my whole Waker journal and didn’t find anything.”

“Did you look through your grandma’s?” Faith asked. “I’ve gone through my mom’s, and there’s stuff in there that the rest of the council doesn’t know about. It might be the same for you.”

“I can’t do that.” My dinner churned in my gut at the thought of invading Vovó’s privacy like that. “She’s still alive.”

“But she isn’t a Waker anymore, at least not the one she used to be.” Faith touched my shoulder. “I’m sorry, but she can’t lead your line anymore.”

“I know,” I said around the sudden lump in my throat.

Faith twisted a strand of hair around her finger. “You need to read them. It’s our best chance to find an answer. You’re a different person than your grandma, with your own experiences, and you might see something she missed.” Faith slid her chair closer to the table, resting her elbows on it. “It wouldn’t be wrong for you to read her journals. Kalina has seen that you’re the next in line to lead.”

Kalina swiveled toward me. “It’s true. I understand exactly how you feel, but you have to do it. I felt horrible reading my mom’s, but it was time for me to take over the reins. The same goes for you. It’s your time.”

I dug my nail into one of the fork marks in the table and hunched my shoulders. Being called out as Vovó’s successor not only humbled me, but reminded me how inadequate I was for this job. I thought I had years to train. I never expected it to be thrust upon me now.

“You should have the ascension ceremony, to officially become the new Matriarca.” Faith said. “You’ll be stronger that way.”

“I haven’t even thought about that. I wouldn’t know how.” My eyes flickered between Kalina and Faith. “And I’m not ready. There’s no way I’m ready to lead.”

Faith reached across the table and touched my hand. “I don’t think anyone ever feels ready. I didn’t.”

“Me either.” Kalina placed her hand on top of Faith’s. “But when the time comes you need to step up.”

“How?” I rubbed my hands on my jeans. “Am I supposed to do something? I thought it just happened.”

“It doesn’t. Your grandma should’ve written you a letter as soon as she knew you were the next in line. That letter is key for you to come into your power. I know how to perform the ascension ceremony.” Kalina let out a puff of air. “I can do it for you right now.”

My mouth went dry. “Right now?”

Kalina nodded. “No time like the present.”

I wanted to run upstairs and hide under the covers, curled in the fetal position.

I hadn’t called this meeting so I could replace my grandma. The expectations, the reality of what they wanted, felt like I’d been trapped in a riptide, unable to break free from the current dragging me under.

Brent hugged me to him and kissed my forehead. His calming presence was the only thing keeping me from running from the weight of this moment. Everyone in the room stared in silence, waiting for my answer.

Finally my dad spoke up. “It’s what she’d want, Yara; you know it.”

And that is what finally gave me the courage to wordlessly nod.

Kalina snapped into action. She rose from the table and started handing out orders. “Go, get your grandma’s Waker journals. Do you know where she keeps them?”

I nodded again and stood, making my way towards Vovó’s room in a daze. I knocked before poking my head in, but my grandma wasn’t there. The warm, welcoming room felt like a safe cocoon as I stepped inside.

In here, her presence was strong enough to fortify me to do what I needed to do, to be the successor she expected.

Ignoring the prickling of guilt for going through her things, I moved to the cedar chest at the foot of her bed, knelt beside it, lifted the lid, and inhaled the smell of cedar and her orchid perfume, the scent giving me a moment of calm. Under a worn blanket and several photo albums, I found her journals.

I reached toward the books and then pulled my hands back, hesitating, knowing this moment would lead to something that would change me forever. I swallowed hard and sweat broke out at the base of my skull. After the ceremony, the Yara I’d been would never be the same.

Words my grandma always threw around like ‘destiny’, ‘fate’, and ‘calling’ sucker punched me and I sank back onto my knees, lightheaded. And yet, despite the panic fermenting in my stomach, a sense of peace doused the fear. Something in me knew this was right.

After a steadying breath, I picked up the thinner of the two journals, its leather worn and spine creased with age, then picked up the other as well. I’d always assumed Vovó would give her Waker journals to one of her sisters, the one who would be our next leader. To have it be me who would inherit her calling and powers didn’t seem possible. And yet, it was.

Closing the cedar chest, I cradled the journals close and reverently carried them back to the living room. I placed them both on the end table, next to the Tiffany lamp.

“We’ll need the Matriarca journal. Open it to the last page,” Kalina instructed.

My fingers ran along hand-stitched cover one more time as I picked it up and opened it to the last page. Inside the back cover, a paper pocket held a yellowed envelope with my name scrawled on it in Vovó’s handwriting. I reached for it, but Kalina held her hand out for it.

“Not yet. It’s for the ceremony,” she explained as I handed it over.

My dad helped Vovó to the living room and sat her in a plush armchair. I positioned a folding chair across from her, close enough that I could hold her hand.

Vovó’s forehead wrinkled and she straightened her glasses as she glanced around the room. “What’s going on?”

“It’s a ceremony that passes on a legacy from you to me.” I licked my lips deciding how to frame my answer. “It’s like you’re giving me your blessing to be your heir.”

I could see lingering questions in Vovó’s eyes, but she nodded. “Tudo bem. I’d be proud to call you my heir.”

“She doesn’t have to be here for this,” Kalina said quietly. “But I knew it would mean a lot to you if she was. I had my mom at mine.”

I gave her a wobbly grin and squeezed Vovó’s hand. “Good call.”

Faith came from the direction of Vovó’s room, with my mom trailing behind her, each carrying various jars. Among the contents, I could identify sage, pankurem, sweet grass, and almonds. Faith took the jars one by one and combined them all in a bowl, then ground them into a paste. Kalina and my mom lit candles. I didn’t know what all of them were, but I smelled vanilla and lavender.

Faith scooped some of the paste she’d made onto her fingers and applied it to my temple and Vovó’s. My grandma startled a bit at the touch, but gave Faith a kind smile.

“It smells nice,” Vovó said.

“Thank you.” Faith returned to the coffee table and brought the bowl with her. “Can you each place your left hand in the bowl.”

Vovó paused, searched my face for something, and then dipped her hands into the gooey substance. I dipped my hand into the surprisingly warm mixture and took Vovó’s hand in mine.

“Good,” Faith said. “I was just going to tell you to do that.”

With our hands wrapped around each other’s, a small spark, like static electricity burst between our clasped palms. Steam lifted from the bowl, but the mixture itself didn’t heat more.

Kalina opened the envelope I’d found in Vovó’s journal and cleared her throat.

“Yara, I do not know when the time will come for me to pass on the role of Matriarca, but when it happens, I do so with complete faith in you. You were meant to help unite the lines, to bring back what was lost and to bring light in the darkness.”

Even though Kalina spoke, she sounded exactly like my grandma, as if Vovó were reading it out loud. Vovó jerked her head toward Kalina; she must have heard it too.

“This is the calling you were born to accept. All my love, your Vovó.”

Faith handed Kalina a jar full of dried herbs, which she sprinkled over Vovó.

“Protector of the spirits, leader of the line, the time has come for the responsibility to be transferred.” Kalina’s words were soothing, relaxing. They carried like a melody into my ears.

The herbs lifted from Vovó’s shoulders, hair and clothes and flowed onto me. They coated my eyelashes, tickled my nose, and dusted my shoulders and hands.

The world paused.

In the silence, a warm golden light opened between Vovó and me. A woman who some part of me recognized appeared. I tilted my head, considering her. Her coal black hair rippled to her waist as she moved near me, the curls framing her face. I’d seen her before. Somewhere.

“We’ve waited for you, Yara. You shall be the first full Waker since me.” With a smile that reached her hazel eyes and warmed my soul, she stretched out and touched one finger to the middle of my forehead.

Questions formed on my tongue. Who was she? What did she mean? But in a heartbeat she vanished.

Shock coursed through me as the world unfroze.

My parents cuddled together on the love seat, Faith and Janette stood near the TV, DJ paced the edge of the room, and Brent sat on the edge of the coffee table, his head down and his eyes closed. Kalina spoke words that I didn’t fully comprehend.

Vovó stared at me with peaceful eyes. She breathed out and a fine white mist clung to the expunged air, gliding toward me, blowing into my eyes. I gasped and the air slipped inside my mouth, sliding down my throat.

A sudden burning surged in my heart, a ringing echoed in my ears, my eyes watered and a punishing force pressed against my chest and down on my shoulders, making it impossible to breathe. For a moment I thought the weight would crush me.

The strain of the load moved down, through me, settling into me, seeping into my bones, and I could breathe again. It no longer felt heavy or foreign, but integral, like tissue and fiber.

Kalina spoke faster now, her voice growing in pitch and pace. The words seemed to change as they sprang from her lips, transforming from syllables to musical notes, creating an orchestra that swirled around us. Faster and higher the music swelled until it crashed together in a startling crescendo of cymbals, a beat of silence and then, a final note, like the deep soothing bass of a cello that reverberated around me and faded slowly with the magic of the moment.

“It’s done,” Kalina said, leaning against the edge of the couch.

My chest heaved, battling for air. I hadn’t even realized I’d been breathing hard. Faith handed me a towel. Removing my hand from the bowl, I cleaned it, took my grandma’s hand, and helped clean her fingers as well.

Tears streaked Vovó’s smiling face. Some part of her must have understood the sanctity of the ceremony. “Incrível. What was that?”

I didn’t know how to answer without telling her everything, and I wasn’t sure she was ready for that yet. Instead I hugged her tight, trying to infuse all of my love into that one hug. Vovó patted my back before pulling away. Her features seemed lighter, more carefree than they had before, and I realized her previous burdens of leadership had become mine.

Tears in her eyes, my mom helped Vovó up. My grandma stood, waved goodbye to everyone, and headed towards her room.

I stared after her, wanting to talk to her, wishing she truly understood the enormity of what had just happened. Brent knelt beside my chair and I turned toward him.

“That . . . wow, Yara. To be connected to you while that happened, it was incredible.” Brent knelt beside my chair and I turned toward him. His fingers traced my cheekbones and brushed the hair from my face. “I felt this sense of well being and almost suffocating responsibility, but also this overwhelming feeling of destiny, too, that you were meant to do this. It kinda blew my mind.”

I smiled. Vovó might not understand, but Brent had. More than I expected. “You felt all that?”

He nodded as he took my hand in his and kissed it. “Yeah. How do you feel?”

I took stock of myself, waiting, searching for the power, strength, and wisdom I expected to find. “I feel fine, but exactly the same. I’m not sure it worked.”

“Did it?” I looked from Faith, to Kalina, to Janette.

They all nodded. Kalina whistled. “Oh, yeah. The spark when the two of you held hands? And the musical accompaniment? I’ve never seen that before.”

Brent kissed my forehead, right where the lady who had appeared had touched me. She’d surprised me. I knew I’d seen her before, more than once even, but I couldn’t place her. Was she a ghost? How had she slipped through our wards?

“The lady who appeared during the ceremony? Who was she? I can’t figure out where I know her from.”

Janette and Faith appeared confused. Kalina looked at me like I was crazy.

“What lady?” Faith asked.

No one else had seen her? How was that possible, in a room full of spirits and Wakers?

I tried to describe her, but I couldn’t seem to remember any details of her appearance. I would bring her image to mind and it would slip out of my grasp like wet soap. She’d also said something. It had felt important, but I couldn’t remember the words. I shook my head in frustration. Why couldn’t I remember? The harder I tried to imagine her face and words, the fuzzier they became.

Finally, I sighed. “Never mind.”

Kalina clenched her hands and worked her jaw, like she wanted to say something, but she shuddered and turned toward Faith. That was odd. I was about to ask what was wrong, but then Janette smiled at me.

“Everyone’s Ascension Ceremony is unique, Yara.”

That felt like a sympathetic pat on the head, but I offered her a small grin anyway.

My dad lifted me from the chair and captured me in a strong embrace. “I’m so proud of you, Queridinha. I’m honored to have witnessed that.”

“But I didn’t do anything. I don’t feel any different.”

“Didn’t you feel the rush of power, like you were bursting out of a shell?” Faith asked.

“Uh, no. Was that supposed to happen?”

Faith and Kalina exchange uneasy glances. Great. I’d failed again.

“It did work, but you won’t feel anything until you fully accept the changes in yourself,” Janette said. “Until you believe you can use the power, and that you deserve it.”

My heart dropped to the floor. That day might never come.
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“Okay, now move it to the table,” Brent instructed.

I concentrated on the bowling ball that hung in the air, guiding it to hover above the patio table.

“Now lower it. Gently.”

No pressure. If I dropped it too fast, I would only shatter my parent’s new table. Sweat dripped down my back, along my forehead. My eyes narrowed as the ball followed my outstretched arm, descending an inch at a time until it settled onto the table with a soft thud.

“I did it!” I jumped in the air and pumped my fist.

Brent put his arms around my waist. “Great job!”

“It felt different today.” We were both sweaty, but I didn’t care. I leaned against him, my back to his chest. “Like some switch had been thrown inside me and I understood how to communicate with the air.”

Brent gathered my hair in his hands. “Same with the earth and water training you’ve had me do.”

DJ appeared beside us. “I thought something like that might happen after the binding ceremony. You’ve each picked up the other’s talents. And I have too. Watch.” DJ reached out and pushed the ball with his ghostly finger, making it move. “I can make contact with physical things. I could sometimes move things before, but it took a lot of energy. Now it’s easy. I could even do some of Brent’s wind tricks earlier.”

I grabbed my water bottle from the table and took a large drink. “So you’re like a ghost on steroids?”

“It’s not steroids, Cupcake; this is all natural skill.” DJ waggled his eyebrows. “You’ve gotten stronger as well. Haven’t you noticed?”

“I have felt stronger,” Brent said, catching the water bottle I tossed at him.

DJ quirked his head to the side. “Did you just respond to me?”

Brent grinned. “I can see and hear ghosts too.”

“That’s something Crosby won’t be expecting. Can you touch them like Yara can?”

“Huh, I don’t know.” Brent stepped forward slowly. “Don’t try to be solid; just be a normal ghost.”

“Dude, there ain’t nothing normal about me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, you’re a supreme being.”

DJ winked. “And don’t you forget it.”

“Whatever. Let’s try this out.” Brent high fived DJ’s raised hand, and the crack of flesh slapping flesh could easily be heard. “Whoa. That’s awesome.”

DJ shook out his hand and glared at Brent who gave him a thumbs up.

“Crosby won’t be expecting that either,” I said. “But be careful, Brent. That means spirits can hurt you now.”

Brent lips thinned. “They can try.” He clapped his hands together. “Let’s get some training in and get a feel for these new skills.”

Even though he’d never admit it, I knew Brent needed a break. Ever since our ceremony, I had felt closer to Brent, more in tune with his emotions. Maybe it should have freaked me out, but it didn’t. Instead, I felt whole, complete in a way that I never had before. And because of that connection, I knew he’d been feeling horrible, but I wanted to know how bad it was.

“Brent, will you let me feel your illness?”

Brent lowered his lashes before nodding.

“Thank you,” I said. I’d only done this once before, back in high school.

My heart beat a tattoo in my chest as I reached out and let my fingers trail along his face, down his neck. He practically purred and the corners of my mouth tilted up. The pads of my fingers glided to nape of his neck and I slid closer to him, near enough for his body to warm mine. I exhaled and let my spirit’s fingers sink past his mortal flesh at the base of his skull.

The cold, heavy hurt of his illness assaulted me. It reached toward my fingers, its thick dark tarry substance slinking like a vine, growing and twisting around everything it could. The intensity of its arctic temperature scalded my fingers, stealing my breath and blurring my vision. It had grown since I’d last checked.

Connected like this, Brent could hear my thoughts and I could hear his.

It’s so much worse, I said.

The disease brushed against my finger and I jerked back. It followed, trying to ensnare me. My fingers moved to his cheek where the blackness of the disease hadn’t yet touched. My thumbs stroked his spirit’s cheeks, letting the warmth of his soul, his goodness, thaw the frigidness I had just encountered.

He didn’t look away when he spoke into my mind, I know.

His brown eyes were now open, honest. For the first time, I really saw how much this scared him. He was finally letting me see all of him, and the intimacy of the moment robbed me of breath. Brent stood in front of me brave, courageous, scared, and vulnerable, and I’d never loved him more. I leaned forward, my lips grazing his.

DJ cleared his throat.

I jumped; I’d forgotten we weren’t alone.

“Please, spare me the PDA.” DJ pretended to shudder. “I thought we were training.”

Brent gave me a swift kiss before stepping back and shaking his head.

“What I meant to say—before I was so wonderfully interrupted—was that Yara can manipulate water, earth and air. But I also think that she can now access fire. Since the medicine has been less effective, especially the last few days, I’ve felt it sparking in me again. You should be able to feel it too, Yara.”

My hands shook and I stuffed them in my pockets. I hated that power.

Brent looked away and scuffed the toe of his sneaker against the brick on the patio. “I know you don’t like it, because it’s tied up with my soul-disease, but it gives you an ability Crosby doesn’t know about. And it could be useful.”

“I don’t like it.”

“But you could use earth and water to create mud, and if you used the fire on that, you could make something like clay. It could slow people down if you put it on their feet, or make a defensive wall.”

“Maybe,” I said slowly. “But that will take some practice.”

I wandered a few steps away thinking about my new abilities. Before trying the clay idea, I had to find the fire inside myself.

I took several cleansing breaths and closed my eyes. The warmth was easy to find, a simmering heat under my rib cage. It instantly responded when I called on it.

For half an hour, I practiced combining all four elements together. I’d pluck browned leaves from the tree with air, set them on fire as they fell, use the moisture in the air to douse the fire before the ashes hit the ground, and then turn the earth over to bury the evidence. All without moving from my seat on the patio.

I then moved on to creating clay.

Brent and DJ practiced as well, tossing whatever was handy across the yard at each other.

Several times I felt weird shifts in my energy, sudden spikes and drops. Deciding it was low blood sugar, I grabbed a handful of trail mix and a Dr. Pepper.

Taking a swig of the sugary drink, I walked to the middle of my grandma’s herb garden. I levitated some dirt, about to combine it with a globe of water wrested from the air, when the water evaporated and the dirt crumbled to the ground. My energy plunged as if being pulled from me, and I fell on my butt, spilling my soda on the ground.

My energy plummeted and I collapsed.

I lay among the plants, panting and staring at the brilliant blue sky, too weak to move. Another tug came and I realized it felt familiar, with its own brand or signature or . . . I didn’t know what to call it, but the tug came from DJ. My hair twisted in the thyme as I rolled my head so I could see him. More energy surged out of me, and this time it was drawn out by Brent.

“Hey!” I called out in a weak voice. “Guys, did you realize you just stole my energy?”

The chair Brent had been throwing at DJ clattered to the ground. “What?”

“You guys keep borrowing my energy.” I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t find the strength, so I fell back into the herbs, the smells of basil and oregano wafting around me. “I can feel it leaving me and going to the two of you.”

“We can do that?” DJ asked. He bent over, resting his hands on his knees, breathing hard.

“Apparently.”

Brent came over and helped me to me feet. “Well, it might be cool if we could do it without draining each other. It’s like something out of a video game. I wonder if we choose when to do it.”

“Try giving some to me,” I said. “I don’t have any; you stole it all.”

Brent ruffled my hair. “Sorry, Bonita.”

I pushed him away. “Yeah, yeah. Sure, you are.”

Brent took hold of me, his palms warming my forearms, and a heated charge traveled through my whole body. I almost shook with the rush of strength coursing into me, and my already staticky hair poofed out even more.

“Just call me Dr. Frankenstein.” Brent grinned. “How do you feel?”

“Like I’m drinking pure caffeine.”

“This has incredible possibilities.” Brent clapped his hands together. “Imagine if we perfected it. There’d have no weak links. We’d be unbeatable.”

DJ readily agreed. The three of us spread out in a wide circle trying to borrow and share energy from each other. I could see why they hadn’t even realized they’d taken it from me before. When I got tired, my body instinctively borrowed it from them. And when one of them needed it, my body offered it up, as naturally as breathing. It was odd the way we made such a complete unit.

Brent motioned the bowling ball closer and it soared toward me, moving faster than I was ready for.

Brent had turned, picking up another object, but DJ shouted a warning behind me. Before I could direct it away or even duck, an icy presence—DJ, I recognized—darted through me, merging with me, then knocked me out of the way. I was on the ground and DJ was in my place, letting the ball that would have crushed me pass harmlessly though him. I shivered and glanced him. He was looking around, his eyes wide, like he wasn’t even sure what just happened.

“Thanks. How did you do that?”

“Instinct.” DJ rolled his shoulders and shook himself out. “It’s like I’m hardwired to protect you.”

“I’m so sorry, Yara! Are you okay? You’re getting so much better that I sometimes forget you aren’t as fast as me.” Brent helped me to my feet then fist bumped DJ. “Thanks, man.”

I wiped the dirt off my butt while DJ and Brent considered how DJ’s action might be used in a fight. Soon we were running more drills.

On my command the water hose rose from the lawn and orbited in the air, spraying everywhere. With a twirl of my finger I pointed it at Brent.

He jumped back laughing as the cold water drenched him. “Just wait; payback is—” He cut off, his eyes rolling back in his head as he flopped forward, crashing to the ground with a thud. His whole body went rigid, then shook, trembling with a forceful seizure.

“Brent!” I yelled dropping down to my knees beside him, but out of range of his flailing motion. “DJ, get his medicine.”

DJ vanished. My medical training kicked in and I did a quick visual to make sure he wouldn’t hurt himself on anything nearby. I pulled out my cell phone and called 911 before turning back to Brent. Foam slid from the corners of his mouth and blood dripped from his nose. His eyelashes fluttered, showing only the whites of his eyes.

His abilities raged out of control. The earth beneath him heated and smoked, forming a halo of singed grass. Strong blasts of wind knocked me flat on my face, while the ground rumbled and shook. Trees swayed in the sudden storm, rain and hail pelted me from the sky and tree limbs cracked and creaked. With each jerk of Brent’s body, flashes of lighting brightened the sky. Flowers and herbs were smashed into the mud and the scent of wet earth surrounded me.

Still Brent seized and the ground complained and shook along with him.

Adrenaline pulsed through me, chased by deep panic. I’d been through this with him before. We’d make it this time too.

“I’m here, Brent.”

I took a deep breath, trying to let go of my fear. I reached out to his rigidly splayed fingers and, just like I had in my living room long ago, I let my pinky touch his, moving past my own flesh and through Brent’s until our souls touched.

With that connection, his movements slowed and his body relaxed, until he looked like a young boy in a deep sleep.

The wind and rain stopped and the clouds rolled away. Not letting go of his hand, I crawled through the mud and let my head fall against his shoulder. DJ appeared beside me holding the bottle.

“Thank you.” I panted for breath. “You carried it.”

DJ nodded. “Impressive, I know.” He handed me the bottle and I gathered Brent in my arms, letting his head rest against my chest. I forced some of the medicine down his throat. I didn’t bother measuring, knowing those days were long gone. Holding him, I could tell the illness in him had grown, almost doubling in size.

“It grew.” My eyebrows shot up as my heart sank. “I can feel it. What would cause it to do that so suddenly?”

DJ sat across from me, his eyes skimming over Brent. “Maybe it has to do with him using his abilities? Maybe it eats through the treatment faster?”

That made sense. It was his spiritual self that was sick, and that was the part of him that held his special abilities. But how could we take Brent out of the fight? He was our strongest player, our not-so-secret weapon, the one thing that seemed to worry Crosby. If he fought, he might not make it through the battle. If he didn’t, we’d already lost.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

Numb to everything, I watched the ambulance drive away, knowing they would only treat the symptoms, never touching the real problem.

DJ came with me to the hospital and waited through the hours of testing. They put Brent back on the drugs he’d been taking in high school and gave us a little bit of good news: there didn’t seem to be any damage to his brain or body because of the seizure.

My parents didn’t even protest when I brought him back to our house instead of leaving him with Steve. Exhausted and worried, we helped Brent into an extra bed and then my parents forced me to go to my room and rest. Sleep evaded me, so I curled up on my window seat and gazed out the window at the moonless night.

Instead of my reflection in the glass, all I saw were flashes of the things that were wrong and needed to be fixed. I knew only one possible place to find the answers, so I cracked open the enormous tome of the Matriarca journal. The first story in the tome was one I knew by heart, the tale of the First Waker. I skipped it and moved on, searching the pages for answers or clues. Anything that might help.

I must have drifted off because I woke up in the window seat, my heart pounding.

My clock’s big red numbers read three thirty in the morning and everything looked normal, but it felt like a cement block had been tossed on my chest, leaving my heart shattered, broken into jagged, cutting shards.

It took me a moment to breathe around the emotional pain, and to realize it wasn’t my own. It was Brent’s grief I could feel, his suffering, his sorrow. My heart rose to my throat and I sat up in bed fast, scrambling out of the room and running down the hall toward Brent. “What’s wrong?”

Brent sat with his phone in his lap, staring at the wall with a completely blank expression. I wanted to run to him, but the stiffness of his posture and the bleak emptiness in his eyes made me hesitate.

“Brent? Brent, what happened?”

“M-my… my dad.”

He took a shuddering breath and looked at me, but I couldn’t tell if he actually saw me. I held my breath, waiting for more.

“My dad’s dead.”

His words robbed me of breath. I struggled to find some magic words that would ease his pain, but there weren’t any. They didn’t exist.

Walking forward, I wrapped my arms around him, holding him against me. It only took a second for that wall around him to crumple. He seemed to shatter with it.

Gripping me so tight the air rushed out of my lungs, Brent buried his face in my hair. His body shook as he let his tears fall.

I’m not sure how long I held him, but eventually he kissed my cheek and let his head fall onto my lap. I traced figure eight’s around his eyes, trailing my fingertips across his eyebrows. Tears still streamed from his eyes, trickling down the sides of his face and onto my pajama bottoms. He took my other hand and interlaced our fingers, resting them on his stomach.

Not sure I wanted to know, I asked, “What happened?”

“He was shot . . . ” Brent’s voice trailed off. “Crosby.”

“Why? I thought he worked for Crosby.”

He glanced at me, a little color rising in his pale cheeks. “He called me last night, right after I got home from the hospital.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“The conversation didn’t last that long.” Brent closed his eyes. “He was still ticked because I blew him off to go to Modesto. And he was mad that I ignored his invite to the bus terminal rally. He started ranting about how bad this made him look.”

“But how do you know it was Crosby?”

Brent’s jaw clenched. “Because he’s the one who told me my dad was dead.”

“What?”

“He called me. Said I should have met with him. Said that if my dad couldn’t even get me to meet with him, then he really was as useless as he’d always suspected.” His tortured eyes bore into mine. “It’s my fault.”

“No.” I leaned over Brent, the bed creaking as I shifted. Wind swept across the room, rattling the generic artwork hanging on the wall and tipping over a glass vase of fake flowers. I placed a hand on his cheek. Brent didn’t even seem aware he’d done it. “Calm down. Breathe. And don’t let Crosby pin the blame on you. He killed him.”

Brent rolled off the bed and knelt beside me. “Are you trying to make me feel better or do you really believe it?”

I wiped away the tears streaking down his cheek. “I believe it.”

He clutched me to him, holding onto me like nothing else could save him. He hid his face in my neck and his lips brushed my throat. My arms went around him, stroking his back, making soothing reassurances until he relaxed against me, totally spent.

I’m not sure when we drifted off, but we awoke when Brent’s cell phone started ringing. Her jerked up, his eyes darting around before he grabbed the phone and looked at the screen.

“It’s my mom.”

Looking down at the phone, my stomach clenched. “Do you want me to get it?”

He shook his head and answered the call just before it cut to voicemail.

Even through the speaker, I could hear her sobbing. I hugged him tighter.

“I know, Mom.” He paused. “Someone called and told me.”

She said something else and he shook his head, sitting up.

“No, I’ll be there soon. Don’t go anywhere.”

As soon as the call ended, I handed him his shoes. “I’m going with you.”

“Thank you,” he said. Some of the tension in his face faded. “I’m going to need you.”

Within half an hour, a completely disheveled Katie let us into her house before throwing her arms around Brent’s neck and sobbing incoherently.

It took a while for her to calm down enough to tell us about the cops waking her up to give her the news. Brent held her hand and told her the truth about his dad’s death. Everything. She didn’t scoff when we told her what had really happened, or when she learned who was responsible.

We sat with her all morning. Brent comforted her as much as he could and I took care of the mundane things like phone calls and cooking food. Katie probably didn’t like me being in her house, but I didn’t care. I was there for Brent, not her.

Brent and his mom seemed to have reached a truce. After he jerked awake for the third time and yawned, neither of them batted an eye when he went upstairs to sleep in his old bed.

That left me alone with his mom. Fantastic.

“Can I get you anything?” I asked.

She shook her head and dabbed at her eyes with an already wet tissue. “How did my life go so wrong?”

I held my breath. What could I say to that? It probably started the day her husband decided to align himself with the Clutch years ago.

Katie shuddered. “Everything changed after Neal died. Richard never recovered from that.”

I didn’t say anything; it didn’t seem like she wanted me to. She just needed to talk.

“But that year, your senior year . . . That was when I really lost him. He changed and every year since, he pulled away more.” She stared at me. “It was the Clutch and Crosby, wasn’t it? They dragged him away, and they tried to steal my son as well. Brent told the truth about that, didn’t he?”

I nodded.

“That wild story Brent told about ghosts and secret societies isn’t made-up, is it?”

I took a deep breath. “Brent’s telling the truth.”

“I was afraid of that.” She looked away, toward a picture on an end table of her family. It was an old picture, from before Neal’s death. “I always thought Richard and I would work things out someday. Find our way back to each other.” She put her hand over her mouth to fight back another sob. “But now we never will. I don’t want to remember him as the man he was when he died. I want to remember the man he used to be.”

“Then that’s what you should do.”

There was a beat of silence before she turned to me and grabbed my hands, her eyes wide and scared. “What are we going to do, Yara, when Brent’s illness kills him?”

The heartbreak on her face and the defeat in her words propelled me from my seat and into her arms. We held each other, neither of us wanting to contemplate a future without Brent.
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We stayed with Katie all day as the condolences poured in. When I finally left at midnight, Brent decided to stay. DJ traveled with me as I drove home, making corny jokes to keep me awake.

I was only about halfway home when I heard a siren and saw flashing lights in my rearview mirror.

I glanced at my speedometer and found I wasn’t speeding or anything. Putting on my signal, I slid to a stop on the shoulder of the road, unstrapped my seatbelt and reached into the glove compartment for my registration.

“Do I have a taillight out?” I asked DJ.

He held up one finger and vanished. “Nope. Lights are good,” he said as he reappeared back beside me.

The street was deserted this time of night and the three broken streetlights made me wish I’d been stopped in a safer area.

I locked my doors even as I rolled down my window for the approaching officer. He was a few years older than me with buzzed, bleached blonde hair and dark brown eyes.

I kept my hands on the steering wheel and gave the cop a nervous grin. “Hello officer, did I do something wrong?”

He flashed his light toward the back seat, peering inside. “I’m going to need you to step out of the car, ma’am.”

“What?” I’d been prepared to hand over my license and registration, not get out of the car.

His hand shifted so it rested on the grip of his gun. He pointed the light in my face, blinding me. “Step. Out. Of. The. Car.”

The way he bit off each word made me swallow hard. I brought my hand to my eyes to block the glare, but I still couldn’t see his face. I studied his tan trousers; they didn’t match his blue uniform. That was weird. In the rearview mirror his unmarked police car was parked behind me. All of those TV specials about bogus cops who lure girls away to murder them flashed in my head.

“Not until you tell me what I’ve done.” I said, sliding away from the window.

“Yara, don’t—”

DJ’s warning came a second too late.

The cop’s hands shot into the car and he unlocked my door through the open window, yanking it open and dragging me out of the car. I fought his grip, but it only tightened. “You’re coming with me, Ms. Silva. We have a mutual friend who insists on seeing you.”

Fear surged through me. “Let go of me!” I yanked my arm free just as he released it. He gaped at his hand like it had betrayed him.

DJ appeared next to me. “Get out of here, Yara! He’s one of Crosby’s bodyguards.”

I got about two steps before I tripped on a hubcap that rolled directly into my path. Scrambling to my feet, I jumped into my car, starting the engine. A dumpster skidded in front of the car before I could move.

In my side mirror, I could see the guy approaching. His fist moved toward the window like he was going to punch it, but the window shattered before he made contact, pelting me with glass. He was like Brent and maybe just as strong.

I threw the car in reverse as he stuck his hand through the window, grabbing a fistful of hair. DJ appeared on the guy’s other side and yanked his arm.

The fake officer spun toward DJ, but kept his grip on my hair. I scratched at his hand, my fingers drawing blood, and grimaced at the pain as he wrenched my head to the side. I pounded on his arm but his fist never gave way.

“Let go of me!” I shouted.

The guy’s arm dropped and his mouth went slack as he stepped away from the car. That’s when it hit me. He was like Brent. Vovó had been able to compel Brent because he was closer to the spirit world and she was the Matriarca.

I was the Matriarca now.

“Move the dumpster.”

He glared at me, his face beet-red and sweating as he trembled, struggling not to obey me. He moved awkwardly, like a puppet fighting his strings.

The dumpster slid out of the way, sparking as the metal grated against the road.

“Look at me,” I told the guy. He obeyed. “Go to the nearest police department and turn yourself in. Confess everything about what you and your boss are doing.”

“We have more company, Yara!” DJ tipped his head toward a ghost hovering beside the car, one of those who’d attacked me in Brazil. The spirit glided toward us, his brown hair stirring around his shoulders and even at a distance I could see the compulsion flickering in his blue eyes.

“Stop!”

The ghost jerked to a halt, his anger radiating off him like heat waves.

Before I could say anything else, the ghost vanished.

I swung my eyes back to the faux-cop. He hadn’t moved, but stood there watching me, his face twisted in loathing.

“Go to the police station,” I repeated, putting more power behind my voice.

His fists clenched and unclenched, but he nodded and walked to his car, his posture stiff, one leg dragging as he fought my order.

DJ whistled. “Wow. I’m super impressed right now. You really think he’ll turn himself in?”

“I think so. We’ll follow him and make sure.”

I watched the man in the review mirror, still struggling against my order. The revving of an approaching car cut through the silence of the night. The vehicle sped up and veered, aiming right for the officer. With a sickening crash of metal hitting flesh, the SUV rammed him, sending him airborne.

A scream burst from my mouth and I looked in horror at the piece of road where the man had been standing seconds before. The SUV slammed on its breaks and swung to a stop, smoke rising from the tires. I released my seatbelt, intent on seeing if the fake-cop was okay.

“Stop.” DJ grabbed my arm. “Look who’s hovering around the car.”

The spirit that had watched me compel the fake-cop stood next to the SUV. The passenger side window rolled down and a woman leaned out, long dark hair spilling from the window as she spoke to the spirits. Then two men hopped out of the SUV and ran toward the man they’d just hit. One of the men pivoted around, coming toward me.

“Go!!” DJ shouted.

The wind surged around me and the dumpster shivered again as I floored the accelerator, screeching away from the men and the idling vehicle.

My heart nearly beat out of my chest as they jumped back in their SUV. I swerved with a hard right onto a residential street. DJ and I made a series of quick turns in case they tried to follow, and then went directly to my house. I was still shaking when we pulled into the garage.

“They hit him to keep him from turning himself in and we just left him there. He . . .” I couldn’t finish the sentence. A man had been murdered because of an order I had given. With wide eyes I glanced at DJ. “Was that my fault? Did I kill him?”

“Of course not. Don’t be stupid.”

I knew it was true, but I still needed to hear it. “Thank you.”

“Don’t look so sad, Yara. You’re alive and I doubt that was the way Crosby wanted this night to end.” DJ smiled. “Tonight was a win.”

“Well, when you put it like that . . .” I gave him a shaky smile. “I guess it was.”

But I shuddered to think that a win had included a man’s death.
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The next few days were a blur of grief as we planned the service for Brent’s dad. Shock had set in for both Brent and his mom, probably the only way they survived it all. The night before the service, I was at Brent’s house putting together a few casseroles and storing them in the freezer so they wouldn’t have to worry about something so mundane as cooking while they grieved. There was a sharp knock on the door. Kalina and Faith were waiting on the porch.

“We need to talk.” Before I could say anything, Kalina stepped in. “Get Brent and his mom.”

After they were settled in the living room, I called Brent and Katie in to join us. They each expressed their condolences and Faith gave Brent a long hug. She knew what he was going through, her own pain being so fresh and new.

Kalina took a long deep breath and then blurted out the reason for her visit. “Brent and Yara can’t attend the service tomorrow.”

“What?” Brent asked.

“Crosby’s planning on attending. And not to pay his respects.” She put her hand on her head, closing her eyes. “If you go, he’ll capture you both.”

The color drained from Brent’s face. “I have to go. We had our issues but he was my dad and I loved him.”

I grabbed his hand. “We know you did.”

“What about my mom?” Brent asked.

Kalina’s eyes flickered. “She’ll be fine, but you won’t be if you go.”

Katie trembled and took a gasping breath. “If what she’s saying is true . . . I forbid you from going.”

“You shouldn’t have to go through that alone, mom.” Brent’s hands convulsed around mine.

Katie dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “I’d rather do that alone than lose you too.”

Brent surged to his feet and stomped around the living room, muttering some very creative curse words. “Why doesn’t he just come and get me? Why try to lure me out?”

“Yara’s grandma put wards around both of your houses.” Kalina stood. “He wants to know exactly when and where you’ll be to make his move.”

Brent reclined against the wall and scrubbed his hands over his face. “I hate this.”

I did too, but what choice did we have? None. He’d robbed us of any.

“We can go and visit his grave later, Brent,” I told him, once we were alone. “After everyone’s gone. You can still say goodbye to him. It will just be more private.”

“That might be better,” Brent agreed, an almost-smile playing around his lips. “My final words to him aren’t any I want everyone else to hear.”
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True to his word, Brent skipped his father’s funeral. Later, at about one in the morning, Cherie, Steve, Brent, and I piled into Steve’s car and drove to the cemetery. Cherie picked the lock on the gate and Steve drove us as close as we could get to Richard’s plot. I held Brent’s hand as we approached his father’s final resting place. Steve and Cherie walked a few paces behind us.

A wilting wreath still lingered on the fresh grave. The smells of recently turned soil, dying flowers, and moist decay surrounded us. I stroked my malachite bracelet, the only thing that let me step into a graveyard without being swarmed by spirits.

We stood around the raised earth, silently saying goodbye.

I had nothing respectful to say, so in my mind I thanked him for Brent. And for being enough of a jerk to send his youngest son to the same school where he believed his first son had killed himself.

Cherie and Steve retreated to the car while Brent started talking to his dad aloud. I withdrew a few feet to allow him time alone. I could hear the anger in his words along with the grief. He sobbed and sniffed and ranted.

“It’s your fault I’m dead!” a familiar voice yelled.

I jumped back. Brent’s dad stormed toward me, murder in his eyes.

“I’m taking you to Crosby.”

“Brent! We’ve got to go!” I shouted.

Brent was already spinning. He must’ve heard his dad’s voice too. Running towards me, he grabbed my hand, urging me faster. I could feel his dad drawing closer, nipping at our heels.

“You can’t outrun me!” his dad taunted.

“Steve, turn on the car!” Brent ordered.

Richard’s fingers grazed my elbow, but before his hand closed, Brent swooped me up and tossed me into the backseat, through the door Cherie had opened for us.

“Go!” Brent yelled.

Steve floored it.

We sped down the street and each light we passed went dark as we reached it. The temperature dropped and our breath hung in the air.

As we raced down the darkening lane, ice formed on the windows.

Richard appeared in the middle of the street, directly in our path. I screamed as we drove right into him. Richard passed through the car and Steve, but collided with me, slamming my body back into the seat as he grabbed my shoulders. The strength of the impact crushed me, forcing the breath from my body, and making my ribs creak.

“Stop the car!” Brent ordered. “He’s killing her!”

Steve slammed on the brakes and the car fishtailed into an abandoned lot, skidding to a dusty halt. Brent swung his fist, punching his dad in the jaw. Opening his hand, he shoved a packet of ghost-be gone powder in his face.

Richard jerked back, his eyes opened wide, before he vanished, cursing in pain.

“You okay?” Steve asked, spinning around.

Brent stroked my hair with a shaking hand as I nodded.

“Let’s get you home.” Brent tucked his arm around my shoulder.

Steve revved the engine, but the car only lurched as the tires spun uselessly into the soft sand.

Three men stepped out from the shadows of the darkened streetlights and approached the car. Cherie’s window shattered and a hand reached through, grabbing her.

She screamed.

Steve flung himself toward her attacker as my door swung open and I was dragged out of the car.

Brent dove after me, but one of them yanked at his ankles. Spinning around, Brent kicked with his free leg, nailing the guy in the nose. I fought, kicking, screaming, and biting. I pulled things from around me using the training Brent had given me. Rocks and a glass bottle responded, flying toward my attacker.

None of them hit their targets.

I sought the plants, but they were too dry to respond. Grabbing the air, I sent a dust devil up, a small twister of sand and debris.

He swiped it away.

The fire inside me burned, turning my skin hot. He cursed, but didn’t let go.

I called more things from the field—a broken hubcap, an old computer monitor, a tricycle missing a wheel, empty oil cans—but everything fell short or sailed off course.

My eyes found Brent fighting with one of the others.

He clapped his hands together and a torrent of wind shoved his opponent back. Brent took two steps toward me when I felt something sharp poke my neck.

I struggled, but the world started to blur and spin until blackness engulfed me.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

I came to with a pounding headache. My wrists were tied to the arms of a chair, my ankles to its legs. My eyes struggled to focus on the scrolled detail of the cherry wood chair.

The inside of my mouth tasted bitter and I ran my tongue along the roof of my mouth. Frantic voices were speaking, but I couldn’t concentrate enough to understand them. My vision swam in and out of focus, the fibers of the thick rug gaining and losing their sharpness. I lifted my head and squinted against the bright light leaking between the slats of the blinds covering the floor-to-ceiling window.

Where was I? My first guess was a high priced lawyer’s office. A perpetual motion desk toy sat on a large mahogany desk with a dark leather chair tucked in behind it. A large tapestry that looked like it belonged in a medieval castle hung against the dark wood wall. The three men from the attack were in the room and so were almost a dozen spirits.

I wasn’t going to get out of this. My head felt too heavy to support my neck and it flopped forward.

“She’s awake!” a deep voice announced.

A door opened and I felt the vibration of approaching footsteps on the hardwood floor. A pair of shiny black men’s dress shoes stopped in front of me, accompanied by a smell of cedar.

“Is she?” The man in the dress shoes asked. He had a smooth voice, one made for public speaking.

I knew that voice and the smell of that cologne. Crosby. My heart clenched in terror and frost seemed to form in my chest as my eyes traveled up the length of him. Gray still streaked his black hair, and his blue eyes were still hard and cold. His smile, full of evil promises, widened as I met his stare. Something about him seemed different, but I couldn’t place it.

He crouched down to my eye level. The weight of his eyes on me made the pounding in my brain more acute. I rolled my head to the side, but a pair of hands roughly forced it back so all I could see was Crosby. I closed my eyelids but more hands forced them back open, leaving me no choice but to stare into my enemy’s eyes.

“Where is it?” Crosby demanded. “Where did DJ hide it?”

“What?” I asked, my voice sounding like I had a mouth full of cotton. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t lie to me!” He shook my shoulders. “Where is it? Being brave won’t save you. It’ll only make it more painful.”

A bead of sweat trickled from his temple into my eye

I blinked it away. “I’m not trying to be brave,” I mumbled, my tongue clumsy and slow. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A bolt of pain throbbed in my head so intense my vision darkened. The pain felt weird, wrong, unlike anything else I’d felt before. It seemed to move and scatter, tracking the movements of Crosby’s eyes.

Oh, no.

That foreign pain was him. He’d invaded my mind.

I could feel him poking around inside my brain. It hurt like spikes being driven into my skull. His breach left me feeling dirty and violated.

Now that I recognized the source of my pain, I could feel his touch, like clawed fingers combing through my thoughts. I tried to protect myself mentally, but I didn’t know how. The mind control serum Vovó had taken from Thomas wasn’t ready; it needed another two days to properly steep. I wished I’d taken it anyway.

The pressure in my skull increased and my body jerked, as if lightning jolted through my brain, sizzling, burning. Crosby brought his forehead against mine, his eyes boring into mine. My body spasmed and writhed, and a scream tore up my throat, an agonized, inhuman wail.

The pain stopped, leaving me gulping for air. Spots twirled before my eyes and my limbs trembled. My head would’ve sagged forward if not for the rough hands holding it up.

“That is a small taste of what I can do.” Crosby traced his finger down the side of my face. “Tell me where it is.”

I was glad I didn’t have his answer. In that moment, I would have told him anything to make it stop, confess anything to avoid more of that pain.

Could I go through that again, could I even survive it? With a sob, I mentally squared my shoulders. I couldn’t surrender. If I did, he’d go after my friends.

My friends! What he had he done with them? Were they being tortured too? Is this what grandma had gone through? My poor vovó. She had survived, probably fighting him every step of the way. I would do no less.

He swooped in again, rifling around in my brain like it was an old card catalog, shuffling through information, sifting through memories, tossing aside what he didn’t want.

Random images popped in my head starting out as wisps of smoke before fully forming. He sorted through my life, watching the scenes emerge before moving on. People, places, and events, some I’d long since forgotten, were examined and discarded. I tensed, squirming against my restraints. Fissures of pain threaded through my head, like shrapnel behind my eyes.

I wasn’t strong enough. This was going to kill me if I couldn’t fight back. Something blocked me from pulling the moisture in the air or from calling the wind to my aid. Maybe it was from the injection they’d given me, or maybe it was Crosby in my brain, but I felt cut off from everything and everyone but him. Flashing scenes still flipped through my head. I couldn’t handle this. Each image hurt. My mind felt fractured, cracked, broken into unrecognizable pieces, like my mind would melt and leak out my ears. Words were getting harder to remember, the people in my memories no longer had names, I didn’t even know who I was . . .

Cool hands stroked my cheek. Their gentleness brought me back from the brink.

“Hello, Cupcake,” the familiar tone of DJ’s voice drifted through my ear. He stood to the side of Crosby, his fingers carefully touching me. DJ. A lifeline, reminding me who I was. He had to get away or Crosby would hurt him. I mouthed the word ‘run’.

DJ shook his head. “I’m not running. I’m here to rescue you. I had a feeling you could use my help.”

He squinted his eyes, forcing himself between Crosby and me.

The veil of pain, the intrusion, all of it faded away.

“That’s it. Stare into my eyes,” DJ said in a soothing voice.

As my agony lifted, DJ shuddered and winced. Somehow he was taking my pain, like how we’d shared energy.

His fingers slid through my skin to my spirit beneath. “I would’ve been here sooner, but I needed to call in the cavalry. You gave us all a good scare.”

His words seemed far away, like I was hearing them through water. Behind DJ, I could see Crosby seething as he pulled back from me, his face twisted with anger.

“What’s happening? Why can’t I access her thoughts anymore?”

My eyes stayed on DJ. I opened my mouth to ask him something, but he shook his head. “Don’t say anything. He doesn’t know I’m here. No one else here can see or hear me.”

Crosby focused on me again and DJ flinched, sucking in a labored breath that turned into a gasp.

In a shaky voice he explained, “I can only do this because of our bond.”

I glanced around at the other spirits in the room, the ones controlled by Clarke. DJ laughed, but it was a sound tinged with agony. “I’m not like those compelled ghosts. Being tied to you, I’m more than a normal spirit, and can make it so only you can see and hear me. Your grandma explained it to me one day. When I chose to be bound to you, to fully trust you, well, it turns out it comes with some privileges. A few you already knew about and now you know another one.”

Sweat broke out on his upper lip, something I didn’t know spirits could do. His limbs and arms shook.

“This is a true spirit bond.” He rested his forehead against mine, staring into my eyes, a completely different experience than when Crosby had done it. He was breathing life into me instead of sucking it out. “This is how it’s supposed to be. Not like this poor imitation Crosby and those other Wakers have dreamed up.”

Crosby wormed into my brain again, but I felt no pain.

DJ jolted as if electrocuted, his body leaning more heavily against mine.

“Yeah, okay, that stung.”

My eyes pleaded with him, begging him to not let himself get hurt.

“That’s sweet of you, but I’m already dead, remember? I’m trying to keep you from joining me.” He clenched his jaw. “Now, on three, imagine pushing him out of your head. One, two, three . . .”

Concentrating, I pictured a shield around my brain, an expanding sphere that shoved back Crosby’s tentacles, hammering them back like a battering ram.

Crosby screamed and stomped his foot like a toddler denied a piece of candy. He loosened his tie and spun to the left.

“Clarke, explain to me how she locked me out.”

DJ grinned at me. “We did it. We can fist bump later.”

A woman, maybe in her thirties, came up beside him. It had to be his Waker, Clarke. Her forehead crinkled and she shook her head. “I’m not sure. Her mind should be yours to control.”

“And yet it’s not.” He ground his teeth. “Make it happen.”

“Let him access the information he needs,” she ordered. There was a power to her command, a weight that made them more than words and they hit me like a physical blow, pressing me firmly against the chair. But then their strength vanished, rolling off me like water.

Crosby tried again to slither into my head, but we shoved him out again.

“It didn’t work! She’s still blocking me.”

“Let him in,” Clarke demanded.

“No,” I said through gritted teeth.

She walked over to me and slapped me across the face. The hands holding me let go and my chin fell to my chest, my cheek burning and my eyes tearing. DJ almost snarled at her, but lifted my chin and kept his eyes locked on mine, refusing to break the connection we had, the one thing saving me.

“How are you doing this?” She put a hand on each of the arms of the chair, her long brown hair touching my skin.

“Don’t say a word!” DJ warned. “Just concentrate on me.”

I bit my tongue and kept staring at DJ. He winked at me. “Good girl.”

She slapped me again. I closed my eyes as my head snapped to the side and then brought my eyes back to stare at my friend’s. Blood coated my taste buds.

“I’m a Matriarca. Submit.” Clarke’s brown eyes narrowed when I didn’t comply.

She studied me as DJ shifted his position. Her eyes lit up in triumph and she smirked.

“She has a spirit attached to her. It’s helping her.” Clarke locked her attention on where DJ was standing and took a deep breath. “Spirit, release her.”

DJ snorted. “No thanks. Help is coming, Yara. Just keep hanging on.”

“There’s a ghost there, but it isn’t obeying me.” Clarke put her hands on her curvy hips. “I’m stronger than she is. She’s a mere girl, not fit to take my place. The spirit should be obeying me.”

“A ghost?” Crosby asked. “Who?”

“I can’t tell; they’re fused.” Clarke thrust her hand in the air where DJ was squatting, her hand passing through him.

He smiled and sighed. “The cavalry’s here.”

The door exploded open. A gust of wind burst into the room, so strong it almost tipped my chair over.

“Yara!” Brent’s voice roared.

“She’s over here. The one tied to the chair,” DJ deadpanned.

He stepped back, breaking our connection, and all my fatigue returned, the world swinging wildly back into a disjointed blur of sights and sounds.

Blasts of air tangled my hair. Brent’s gentle hand lifted my chin, brushing my cheek with a thumb, his brown eyes washing over me for a moment before he turned his attention to Crosby’s men.

The windows exploded, one after the other, a cascading eruption of flying glass shooting across the room. Screams and grunts punctuated the air. Still tied to the chair, I panted in the calm eye of the storm while the battle raged around me.

My eyes struggled to focus, catching only glimpses of the ferocious struggle. Crosby fleeing. Brent and DJ hurling everything from fists to burning furniture at the remaining bodyguards. Faith shouting orders and throwing ghost-be-gone to push past the swarm of compelled ghosts protecting Clarke. Janette covering her back. Smoke pouring from a burning ficus in the corner.

Someone stopped by my chair, hands fumbling to untie me. I collapsed into a pair of arms. Kalina, a part of me recognized. She slipped her arm around my waist and DJ reappeared at my other side, pulling my arm around his shoulders.

The overhead sprinklers gushed, the cool water helping to revive me. I forced one foot in front of the other, resting my weight on Kalina and DJ. The two guided me through the chaos and out the door. After what felt like a million stairs, we reached the door; the sunlight blinded me.

They guided me to a dark SUV and Kalina lifted me into the back seat. She closed my door and was gone. I lay across the bench, my head resting on DJ’s ghostly lap. His cool fingers rubbed across my forehead, soothing me.

The driver’s side door opened and Brent appeared. Blood trickled from his nose. I didn’t know if it was his illness or from the fight. Maybe both. He took a deep breath and smiled. “You’re alive.”

“If you want to keep her that way, we need to get out of here,” DJ said, snapping his fingers.

Brent climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “Kalina already took off in the decoy SUV.” Brent angled the rear view mirror towards me as we pulled out of the parking garage. “Is she okay?”

“Yeah. She’s worn out, but her mind’s intact. He didn’t erase anything. And I don’t think he pulled any information out of her.”

“You were able to help? It really worked?”

DJ snorted. “Of course it did. It was my idea.” DJ drummed his fingers against his thigh, his face lacking its usual smug expression. “If I’d been there even a second later, well, it wouldn’t have been pretty.”

I wanted to say thank you, but I couldn’t speak. My throat was too dry and my body too exhausted. Without DJ, though, I wouldn’t have lasted much longer. I grabbed his hand and squeezed, trying to tell him without words.

He patted my hand and smiled down at me, but he looked as tired as I felt. “You’re welcome.”

I swallowed and drew a little energy from DJ. Just enough to talk. There were things I had to know. “What happened after they grabbed me? Did Cherie and Steve get away? Where are they?”

DJ looked out the window and Brent’s hands tightened on the steering wheel.

“What happened?” My heart leaped up to my tonsils and I pushed myself up, drawing more energy from DJ.

“They’re fine, but Cherie broke her arm and Steve broke his leg. They’ll be released in a few hours.”

“You have to take me to see them.” Cherie’s bravery, spunk, and take-no-prisoners attitude made her seem practically invincible, but she wasn’t. She’d been caught in the crossfire of my fight. Steve too. Because of me.

“It isn’t safe, Yara,” DJ said. “It’s the first place Crosby will look.”

“For once, he’s right,” Brent said. “I’m not putting you in any more danger.”

“But it’s my fault they’re there. I mean, I know Crosby is responsible, but being my friend is what put them at risk. I have to see them.”

“You aren’t family; they won’t let you in.” Brent turned off his blinker before switching lanes.

“Then I’ll project and walk in. Please, Brent.”

He immediately shook his head. “No, the best thing you can do for them is stay away. They’re safer there if you aren’t with them. Besides, you’re always saying how many spirits there at hospitals. It’d be too easy for Clarke to turn them against you.”

I couldn’t argue with his logic. “I hate it when you’re right.”

“I know.” He gave me a half-hearted grin. “Don’t worry. When they’re released, they’re both staying at your house. And your sister’s coming. Even my mom agreed your house was the safest place right now. We’re circling the wagons.”

“Good thinking.”

Brent rubbed his knee as he drove.

“They must have known about Neal’s weak knee,” Brent complained. “One of the guards kicked me right where Neal hurt his.”

I met Brent’s eyes in the rear view mirror, quirking one eyebrow. “And they used that against you?”

“Yeah, I have his peanut allergy. Why shouldn’t I have his physical problems too? Lucky for me my leg didn’t give out. I think one of the other curse victims had a bad shoulder because mine gets sore for no reason sometimes.” He rolled his left shoulder, a grim smile stretching across his face. “At least I took down all three of the guards, even if temporarily.”

I rested my head against the window. We were on a freeway I didn’t recognize, zooming past strip malls and lines of palm trees. DJ wore a troubled expression.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, touching his wrinkled forehead.

He blinked a few times and then smiled. “I remember how I died.”

I took his hand in mine. “I’m sorry. Was it horrible?”

“It wasn’t great.” He squeezed my hand, but shook his head. “But my memory returning is a good thing. A very good thing. I remember why they killed me, and why they went after everyone who could help you. And I also know why he was meeting in a bus terminal.”

I turned in my seat, intent on DJ. “You do? Why?”

“I stole the journals. They found me at the bus terminal, and they must think I left them in a locker there.” He smiled. “But I didn’t. I’d already hidden them.”

“Where did you leave them?”

“At Pendrell.”

“You left them at Pendrell?” Brent asked. “Why?”

“I figured it’s the last place he’d look. I buried them near a tree by the pool house that Yara almost demolished.”

He gave me a grin. “I knew how you’d feel about the journals being there. It always comes back to Pendrell.”

I bit my lip, considering. “Did you get a chance to read them?”

He shook his head. “No. I stole them, ran, and hid them. His goons caught up with me before I could go back.”

“I don’t understand why he wasn’t able to steal the memory from your mind. I could feel him sifting through mine.”

“His goons . . . ” DJ’s eyes darkened. “They questioned me and finished me off before he had a chance.”

I couldn’t repress my shudder. “I’m sorry.”

He dipped his head and looked away. “Thank you.”

“I wish I could help in some way.”

“You will. You’re gonna make him pay.”
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I wanted to retrieve the journals right then, but Brent worried I was being watched, and that it would be better if he went with DJ, who quickly agreed. They also pointed out that I would be worthless in a fight right then, unable to have anyone’s back, especially since I could barely sit up on my own. After dropping me off at home, they immediately headed out to Pendrell.

Sometimes I longed for the days when they didn’t get along so well.

Kalina, Faith and Janette were all at my house by the time Brent and DJ returned.

Brent handed me a dirt encrusted plastic bag heavily crisscrossed with duct tape. Hacking it open with a pair of scissors, I found two journals inside. “Only two?” I asked DJ.

He shrugged. “Those were all I could grab.”

Faith immediately started studying the journals, frowning when she finished flipping through them both.

“These don’t have anything important in them. Why does he want them?” Faith asked.

DJ gave us a grin. “Because he has no idea what’s in them. I stole them from Pendrell the night of the fire before he could read them. All he knows is that he’s missing two. I buried them right away. Turns out it was a good idea”

A knock at the front door was quickly followed by an excited squeal from my grandma. “Dalva, Janae. What are you doing here?”

Had I heard that right? My great-aunt and cousin were here? Before I could check, they joined us in the living room, the clack of their wheeled suitcases following behind them. They were both dressed for comfort in yoga pants and hoodies, Dalva’s hair loose around her shoulders and Janae’s in a sloppy ponytail.

Janae yawned before waving. “Surprise.”

“Not that it’s not great to see you.” I slid to the edge of the couch. “But what are you doing here?”

“Brent called us and let us know everything that’s been going on. We thought you might need our help.”

Dalva led grandma to the kitchen.

Janae dropped beside Kalina and asked, “So, anything new and interesting happen in your life since I saw you last?”

The wry tone of her voice made my lips twitch into a smile. Despite the weight of the world crushing me, I laughed. I laughed until I cried and my stomach muscles cramped. And it felt good. With everyone’s help, she was soon caught up on everything that had happened.

About an hour later, Cherie and Steve hobbled their way into the living room. Cherie had a temporary cast wrapped around her arm and Steve awkwardly navigated the room on crutches. Cherie also sported a gash on her forehead and black eye. Steve’s nose was covered in gauze and his bottom lip had swelled to twice its normal size.

Cherie grunted as I hugged her tight. “If you don’t want to break another bone, you need to loosen your grip, Yara.”

I tightened my embrace.

Her voice was thick with emotion and she hugged me back just as hard. “It’s good to see you too. I was so worried when they drove away with you.”

Cherie cleared her throat and settled onto the couch. Despite having one arm in a cast, Cherie was thumbing through the apps on her phone.

“There’s a ghost here.” She smiled at me. “Best ninety nine cents ever.”

Faith and Kalina shared an amused look. Janae snorted. “There are two.”

Brent helped Steve prop his injured leg onto the ottoman. “She means besides DJ and Janette. That thing detects spirits that have crossed over.”

I glanced where Cherie pointed and saw a shimmery distortion of light, the faint outline of a woman. I rubbed my eyes, but she was still there.

“I can see her! Kind of.”

Everyone turned to look at me.

Brent grinned. “I’ve heard couples get more alike as they get older.” In my ear he whispered. “The binding thing must work both ways.” His smile crumbled. “Wait. Do you think that means you’ll be getting my illness too?”

“No.” I hadn’t considered that, but felt confident in my answer. “There’s no way that Vovó would have performed the soul binding if she thought that would happen.”

The worried crease in Brent’s forehead relaxed. “True.”

“I can see the spirit too. Sort of,” DJ said, appearing on my left.

“Can you tell who it is?” Kalina asked, peeking over Cherie’s shoulder at her phone, then at the spirit.

Brent nodded. “It’s a woman I’ve seen a few times. She’s always smiling at me.”

“Any idea who she is?” Faith asked.

Brent shook his head. “No, but I’ve seen her before. It’s at the edge of my memory, but I can’t place her.”

The other spirits Brent had seen all made sense to me. They were linked to the Pendrell curse or to Brent’s life, but this woman didn’t fit, and I wondered why she was here.
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“I have no idea what I’m doing,” I complained to Brent, flopping down on the couch in the living room. I buried my face in the crook of my arm and enjoyed the near silence of the house. Besides my dad, who was hiding out in his home office, Brent and I were the only ones home. My mom, sister, and grandma had taken my Brazilian relatives grocery shopping. We were trying to be careful, but we still had to eat, Dad had to go to work, we had to live.

Lifting my arm I studied Brent. “I know there’s a cure out there to save you, but I don’t know where it is. I need to stop Crosby, but I’m not sure how.”

Brent stretched out on the carpet, resting his back against the couch. He tilted his head so he could see me. “One thing at a time. What do you want to work on first?”

“The cure for you.”

“I’m good with that.” He smiled. “I hope you don’t want me around just ‘cause I’m the best weapon you have against Crosby and his bodyguards.”

I chuckled and threw a pillow at him.

Brent caught it and tossed it back. “All joking aside, you can’t do it alone. You’re going to need me. Kalina and Faith are great, but they’re not as strong as you, and I don’t want you in any situation where I can’t watch your back.”

“So where do I start?” I absently ran my fingers through his hair. My dad wandered into the room and sat down in his armchair. He un-tucked the newspaper under his arm and snapped it open.

“Start at the beginning,” Dad suggested. “You’ve read your Waker journal, you’ve read through both of Vovó’s journals, but you might have missed something.”

“Okay, but I’m not sure if I’ll see something in it that I haven’t caught before.”

“You could read it to me,” Brent said. “I’m a fresh pair of eyes.”

My dad harrumphed. “That isn’t allowed.”

I raised my head to look at dad. “Why?”

“Only the Matriarca’s allowed to read it.”

“Why?” I asked again.

My dad shrugged. “That’s just the way it’s always been.”

I pushed myself to my feet. “Well, that’s stupid. I need all the help I can get.”

Grabbing the journals, I carried them back to the couch. They felt heavy on my lap. I creaked open the Matriarca one and turned the aged pages. My dad leaned forward, his face eager.

“Hold on,” my dad said. “Those two pages are stuck together.” He separated them, sliding his finger between the thick paper, and a slip of newer stationary slid out, Vovó’s handwriting instantly recognizable.

“Wow.” I scanned the discovery and compared it to the journals. “She translated the first few pages into English.”

Brent squeezed next to me, glancing over my shoulder. The first few pages were filled with the stories my grandma used to tell me. I started to skip them like I had the last time, but Brent caught my hand.

“No, you need to read everything again.”

“Oh yeah.” My eyes skimmed over the words on the page and I smiled. “This used to be my favorite bedtime story. The First Waker.”

I started reading the story out loud.

Maria died the day her daughters were born, the three identical girls still in her womb when she passed. Some say the midwife, a healer who knew the secrets of the herbs, forced Pankurem down the dead woman’s throat, reviving her with the powerful plant. Others say that her departing spirit passed those of her three arriving girls, and that they cajoled and teased her, grabbing her hands and leading her back to life. Either way, Maria returned to her body to deliver the triplet girls. From that day on, Maria was blessed with certain gifts. She developed a special relationship with the earth and understood its secrets. The wind spoke to her and obeyed her, fire would do as she bid, and when she cried, the heavens wept with her. She could see the spirits, and she talked with them, becoming their friend. She helped them and they her, doing for her whatever she asked. And it is said her strength healed the land and the people.

As they grew to womanhood, her daughters also developed the ability to see and talk with the ghosts. Her daughters feared them until their mother said, “Speak to the spirits. They are our friends.”

And so they did, but none of them were as strong as their mother.

The youngest daughter, Adriana, married and followed her husband to his new home far away in Recife. Camila, a wanderer at heart, boarded a ship to discover new lands, while Luciana, the eldest, traveled south with her mother.

When Maria died her final death, Luciana sent word to her sisters, though she knew they would not be able to attend the burial. She alone washed her mother and dressed her for death. It is said that she had no need to fetch water because her tears were enough to bathe the body.

Before Maria was lowered into the earth, Luciana kissed her mother’s cheeks and in that moment, a flash of blue and white exploded behind her eyes and she collapsed to the ground. Some of her mother’s power and strength had transferred to her. Though she could not command the air, the water, or the fire; the earth spoke strongly to her. And so it went for generations.

“That’s cool,” Brent said. “I didn’t know the first Waker was a Returned like you.”

“Huh.” I stroked the page and smiled. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“That isn’t the story of the First Waker, that was the story of the Light in the Darkness,” my dad said.

“The what?”

“The Waker who brought light to the darkness.” He noticed my blank stare. “I’ve always heard it called the Light in the Darkness. Did Vovó tell you it was the story of the First Waker?”

I thought for a moment, my fingers tracing Vovó’s words. “No. I think I named it that myself.”

“I know something you don’t?” My dad rubbed his hands together in delight. “I wish my Pai were alive to see this moment.”

“I’m thrilled for you, Dad, but how do you know this?” I slipped Vovó’s translation back into place and closed the journal.

“From the Waker journal my father gave me.”

“You have a journal too?” I asked.

My dad nodded and left, returning carrying a thick cloth book.

“This is handed down from the husband of one Waker to the husband of her successor. It lets the men know more about what it is their wives do, and also passes on ways to protect their families. My pai left it for me, even though I didn’t marry a Waker. He said I should keep it for one of my sons in law.” My dad carefully turned the pages until he came to the story he was searching for and handed it to Brent. “You’re not quite my son in law yet, Brent, but I know it’s meant to go to you.”

Brent’s swallowed hard as he took the journal, his eyes shiny with unshed tears. My dad reclined back in his seat and crossed his ankle over his knees. “I practically had the Light in the Darkness memorized. What caught my attention though was that your version calls her a friend to the spirits, not a guardian.”

I read through the version in dad’s book; it was identical, word for word except for the use of the word “friend” instead of “guardian,” and Maria’s admonition to her daughters. In dad’s journal, she told them to sing to the spirits, in mine it just said speak.

“This story keeps coming up,” I said. “The paper Faith gave me had the exact same story on it. It can’t be a coincidence.”

Brent raised his eyebrow and I jumped up.

“I’ll be right back.”

I ran up to my room and grabbed the paper Faith had given me and brought it back to show Brent and my dad. I smiled when I saw we had visitors. Cherie and Steve were both poring over the books.

“Hey guys! When did you get here?”

“Just now. We got our permanent casts today.” Cherie held up her arm. “See? We color coordinated?”

Steve’s ankle was covered in the same shade of cobalt blue as Cherie’s arm.

“Nice.”

“Brent says you may actually have a lead?” Steve asked.

“Maybe.” I read Faith’s version aloud. It was identical except it said the eldest daughter went to a city called Agora. It read “sing” just like my dad’s, but agreed with Vovó’s on “friend.”

“What if it’s a clue? Like maybe each of the words that are different are important.” Cherie scribbled down the words. “‘Recife sing friend’ or ‘sing friend Recife’?”

“That doesn’t make much sense,” my dad said.

“Maybe it’s the opposite,” Steve suggested. “Maybe it’s ‘Agora speak guardian’ or ‘speak Agora guardian’.”

“Agora means ‘now’ in Portuguese,” Brent said in a quiet voice. “What if it’s ‘Speak now, guardian’?”

A silence fell over the room.

“But speak what? To who?”

My eyes darted between the three versions of the First Waker—no, The Light in the Darkness story. Maybe I needed to know more about its origins to know what to do next.

“Dad, you said this story wasn’t about the first Waker, but about the Light in the Darkness. What do you know about that?”

Dad laced his fingers behind his head, and leaned back, looking up at the ceiling.

“Let’s see. It’s been years since I’ve thought about this. The darkness was a time when most of the Wakers—actually all but her—died. She came in to fight the darkness, she and her husband. And there was something about a nephew. What was his name?” He opened his journal again and turned the pages, searching for something. “Here it is. Modesto. The nephew was named Modesto.”

Cherie and I exchanged a look before I turned back to my dad “Her nephew was named Modesto. What was the darkness? What else do you know?”

“All is know is what it says here, that her family would be the caretakers of souls in secret until the spoken words brought them to light.”

He handed me his journal and I read through the section he pointed out. Beside the story was a hand-sketched portrait of a woman who looked familiar. I couldn’t place her, but by the way Brent’s breath caught in his throat I gathered he did.

“That’s the woman who keeps appearing to me, she’s been trying to tell me something. Her lips move, but I can’t tell what she’s saying.”

Brent touched the drawing, his eyes widening.

“I finally remember! I know where I saw her before. I saw her the night you changed your death. There was a moment when you teetered on the edge of life. She was there. She reached down and kissed you and there was this bright light. You opened your eyes, sort of smiled, and then closed them again.” He looked at me, his eyes bright. “You died, and you told me that you loved me while Steve gave you CPR. And then you were alive again.”

“She was there?”

Brent nodded. “I never said anything because . . . well, I don’t know why. I guess I forgot about it, which is weird. She was the first spirit I saw when I started seeing people who have crossed over. I thought maybe she was an angel who escorted souls into the afterlife or something.”

“And she kissed me?”

“Yeah, in the middle of your forehead. She said something as well. I didn’t hear it though. It was like she blessed you or something.”

This was so strange. Who was she? And why had she been following me for years?

“I wish I could talk to Vovó. A spirit blesses with a kiss . . .”

An image flashed behind my eyes and I remembered the lady who had appeared to me when I became the Matriarca. I studied the picture again. It was her! She’d also been there when Brent and I had our binding ceremony.

“Oh, wow. I saw her too, when I was made the Matriarca. No one else saw her and I forgot what she said until now. She said, ‘We’ve waited for you, Yara. You shall be the first full Waker since me.’”

I sank against the couch, shivering at the heaviness of the words.

“Oh. My. Stiletto. Heels! It’s like you’re the chosen one or something, Yara.” Cherie threw her arms around me, her cast knocking me in the back of the head. “You have like a prophecy written about you.”

“Help,” I mouthed to Brent.

The corner of his lips trembled.

“What about this?” He pointed to the words drawn underneath the picture that were like a banner. “The answer remains with those who died, but must be freed by those who live,” Brent translated.

Cherie slid closer to the book. “Why does it sound like we’re going to be digging up a grave or visiting a crypt?”

Steve itched his big toe with the tip of his crutch. “Life is never boring with you people.”

Brent gave a humorless laugh. “I long for boring and dull. It says her nephew and his whole family died.”

“And his name was Modesto?” Cherie asked. My dad and Brent nodded. “Maybe where they’re buried will be important? I can start researching that. Can you hand me my computer, Steve?”

My eyes were drawn to the portrait of Maria again. “She looks familiar to me.”

“Because she appeared to you?” Steve offered pulling Cherie’s laptop out of her bag.

“Yeah, but it’s more than that.” I flipped the page and found another picture of her, this one in profile. “But there’s something else familiar about her—” I broke off and shoved the picture toward Cherie. “Look at the arch of her eyebrows and her nose.”

Cherie’s eyes went wide. “She looks just like Modesto LaTorre, our mango tomato loving friend.”

“He has the right name, he studies plants and the drought. It has to be him. I refuse to believe that it’s coincidence.”

Cherie grinned. “Looks like we need to visit Modesto again.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

We made another appointment with Modesto, timing our visit to be in the middle of one of Crosby’s public functions, just to be safe. Cherie and I went alone. DJ trailed behind us, but waited outside the office door.

“Hello, girls. Are you interested in hearing more about the tomato I was telling you about last time?” Modesto asked from behind his messy desk. “Have a seat.”

“No, we’re here to talk about the Light in the Darkness. About Fale agora, guardião.” I moved a stack of paper from the chair and sat down, watching his face drain of color. “Speak now, Guardian, in case you don’t speak Portuguese.”

He sprang from his chair and rushed to lock his office door. He spun around, his chest heaving as he leaned against the door. “How do you know that phrase? What do you think you know?”

“We found all three versions of the story and we figured it out.” He looked like he was going to faint. He swayed on his feet, knocking over a vase of flowers. I bent down, gathered the flowers from the floor, and put them back in the vase. As I touched each crushed petal, it sprang back to its previous beauty.

“I’m sorry about your flowers. Easter lilies are my favorite. My vovó even had them on my casket at my funeral.”

His mouth dropped open even further and he sank into a wooden chair beside him. “What did you say?”

“The part about ‘Speak, Guardian’ or that I liked Easter lilies?”

“The lilies part.” His voice was quiet and his face pale. “Please repeat what you just said.”

I was tempted to lie. I hadn’t meant to bring up my own funeral, but something about the glimmer in his eyes and the beseeching quality to his voice changed my mind.

“I said Easter Lilies are my favorite. My vovó even had them on my casket at my funeral.”

He gulped before dropping his head between his knees.

“I thought that’s what you said.” His hands trembled. “It’s you.”

“What?”

He met my gaze. “I have a message for you, Yara Silva.”

I startled at the use of my full name.

“Yes, I know who you are. I researched you after your first visit. I knew you were a Waker, and what you were really after, but I had to make sure you weren’t working with Crosby or someone like him.”

“Wait, you know about Crosby?” Cherie asked.

“Yes, we’ve met.” His expression was dark and strained. “I think I fooled him into believing the absentminded professor bluff. You see, my family has been entrusted as guardians to protect certain information. It’s only to be shared with those who know the proper phrase. You just said it.”

He ran his fingers through his hair.

“The original Modesto LaTorre, my namesake, was Maria’s nephew. He was reported to have died during the drought, but he didn’t. He traveled to the United States in the early 1900’s, with explicit instructions from his aunt. He was to see Christopher Pendrell and help him clean up the mess his sons had made. The Pendrell boys were doing horrible things. The victims were sick and their father sought out Maria’s help.”

Modesto took a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at his forehead as he leaned forward. “Maria told her nephew that once he helped Christopher Pendrell, he was to go into hiding and not reveal himself unless someone recited the right words: Speak now, Guardian. This has been my family legacy ever since.”

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “But that’s not all she told Modesto. She said that one day a girl would come to one of his descendants and say that Easter Lilies were her favorite flower, and that her grandmother had placed them on her casket. A living girl would talk about her own casket, and the Easter lilies on her grave.”

His words trickled into my brain trying to comprehend what he had just told me. “So, I was meant to say that line to you? Maria predicted it?”

“Yes.” He stood and walked to his water cooler. He filled one of the paper cups to the top and took a long drink.

“Because so many people are interested in this secret, I hesitated giving it to you, even when you gave me the hidden message you’d found. Your comment about the flowers is what convinced me.”

Something inside me clicked like tumblers aligning in a lock, affirming I was meant to be here. “And you’re supposed to give me something?” I fiddled with the bottom button on my shirt, hope rising taller than Everest in my chest. “Is this thing you have what Crosby was after?”

He nodded as he filled two more cups of water. Navigating around his cluttered floor, bypassing empty pizza boxes and stacks of paper, he handed Cherie and I each some water.

“I didn’t give it to him or his Waker. They didn’t know the phrase, but even if they had, I wouldn’t have given it to them. I know the man too well. As I said, I met him before. When I was a small boy. He tracked down my father, looking for our family secret. He killed my parents when they wouldn’t give him what he wanted.”

Cherie sucked in a breath and my heart skipped a beat.

“I escaped.” Modesto took a deep breath. “Since then, I’ve become very good at playing the hapless botanist who cares only about his tomatoes.”

I took a sip of water. “What if he figures out who you are and comes after you again?”

“I have no family now. The only thing I have to protect is the plant.”

“What plant?” Cherie twisted her cup in her hands.

He sat up straight in his chair. “Well, the Pankurem of course.”

“Why would he kill people for that?” I set my cup down. “It isn’t hard to find.”

The excited smile he gave reminded me of when he went off about his mango tomatoes. “This isn’t normal Pankurem. It’s the one genetically modified by the drought in Brazil.” Modesto took a breath and explained. “Before the drought, Pankurem had limitations. Consuming too much of it rotted the brain and brought on a severe addiction. But when the drought came, a new species of the plant appeared, one with pink flowers.”

“Pink?” Cherie asked.

Modesto nodded. “The altered plant had none of the damaging, addictive side effects. It was discovered quite by accident. One night, a young girl, delirious with fever, wandered off into the jungle. The next morning, the family found her unconscious in a patch of the pink-flowered Pankurem, where she had been eating the plant. Convinced she had poisoned herself, they carried her body home and laid her out for burial. After a few hours, she awoke, fully cured of her fever.”

My shoulders sagged. It sounded like nothing more than over-the-counter cough syrup.

“Word spread fast. People sought new uses for it. As you know from the story, Maria was given some during childbirth to save her life.” He shook his head. “But not all of the purposes were noble. Some people started using it to exploit the spirit world.”

He sat back down, and crossed one foot over his knee. “While Maria was out of her body, she had a vision. She saw that this plant, if allowed to grow unchecked, would bring great evil into the world. When she recovered, she set fire to the fields, destroying it all, except for the few shoots she sent here with Modesto.”

“But what can the plant cure?” Cherie asked, tossing her empty cup into one of the old pizza boxes by her feet. “What was causing the girl’s fever?”

Modesto loosened his already sloppy tie. “She was dying of various illnesses after an evil spirit had possessed her body.”

My heart missed a beat before thudding rapidly, like hooves of a wild bronco trying to buck a rider. “You have a cure for Brent?”

Modesto rested his elbows on a stack of file folders. “I don’t know Brent, but if he’s sick from the spiritual residue of having another soul in his body, then yes.”

I shot out of my chair and lunged at Modesto, hugging him with everything I had.

He ‘umpfed’ and awkwardly patted my back. The miracle, the cure I’d been looking for since high school was being given to me by this man. He had the key to saving Brent’s life. A single burst of laughter burst from my mouth. “Thank you!”

Cherie threw her arms around both of us, her cast thumping him on the back. “Yes!”

He cleared his throat, flushing.

“You’re welcome.” He patted my back one more time and broke free.

I stepped back and wiped at my eyes.

Cherie danced in a circle, her cobalt blue arm waving in the air. She stopped, her eyebrows coming together. “But why would Crosby want it?”

“He wants to live forever.” Modesto sat back down and rested his chin in his palm. “You’re familiar with Thomas, correct?”

Cherie glanced at me, her lip twitching.

I nodded. “You could say that. He murdered me.”

Modesto’s eyes shot up. “ I guess I don’t know the whole story after all.”

Not many people did. Only the ones who helped us through it.

“Well, Crosby wants what Thomas wanted. What the Pendrell boys wanted. Power and immortality. With this plant, he could enter other people’s bodies without the physical decay that Thomas experienced. He might even be able to keep his own body from aging. He could become immortal, growing stronger as the years go on.”

I shuddered and my mouth went dry thinking of all the damage Crosby could do. “Then we’d better make sure he doesn’t get it.”

Modesto nodded. “My father always said my family’s legacy would be to help the light fight the darkness that would spread on the earth. I was tempted to move on when Crosby found me, but I felt that he could be the darkness I was meant to fight. Talking to you, I’m sure of it. Crosby is that darkness and you, Yara, are the light.”

More weight, more expectations, more destiny pressed against me. I closed my eyes and shook my head.

“The cure is for Brent, not me. If anything, he’s the light.”

Modesto shook his head. “You are the beacon of hope, Yara. I’ll brew the tea your friend needs to drink, but you probably won’t ever see me again after that. My purpose is to keep the plant safe for future generations. Once people know who I am, I’ll have to disappear.

He glanced around his greenhouse and sighed, as though he was sad to leave this place. Then he glanced at me and smiled.

“I’ll be by your house in an hour.” He flashed an amused smile at my crinkled brow. “Yes, I know where you live. You’re not the only one who can do research, you know. With the wards protecting your house—and yes, I know you have them—it’ll be the safest place for me to give Brent the cure.”

I’m not sure I answered him as Cherie and I left the room. I was almost afraid to believe that Brent would be healthy, that we’d found a way to save him. But I had. I’d found the cure. Brent wasn’t going to die. I pressed my lips together, holding back the tidal wave of elation trying to burst out.
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When we got home Steve and Brent were watching a movie with my family. Dad paused it when we came into the room.

“You’re pale. What’s wrong? ”Brent was on his feet instantly. He took my hands in his. “You’re like ice. Did something happen?”

I cleared my throat. “We found it. We found the cure.”

My voice cracked and a wide but trembling smile spread across my face, the salty taste of tears trickled past my lips.

“What?” Brent asked in a whisper.

“Modesto has the cure. He’s bringing it here.”

Complete silence greeted my pronouncement, but only for a moment.

My dad shouted with joy. Steve fist pumped the air and then slapped Brent on the back. Brent’s brown eyes filled with tears.

“Really?”

“Yeah.” I nodded, feeling like a bobble head. “He’s bringing it here.”

Brent locked his arms around me, holding me tight, his body shaking. “I can’t believe it.”

“What happened?” Steve asked.

I had so much repressed emotion bubbling inside I couldn’t talk, so Cherie explained to everyone what we had found.

My dad was uncharacteristically quiet. “So, my father teaching me about Wakers was important. I always thought it would be.”

“Actually, it seems that having all three of the lines working together is what found the cure.” I played with the hair at the base of Brent’s neck. “I couldn’t have done it without all three versions of the story.”

“Are you going to tell the council how Brent got better?” My mom asked.

I shook my head instantly. “No. Not even Vovó knew about the secret. We can’t tell anyone. People could abuse it. The three versions of the story are still out there. If the need comes, others can find Modesto the same way we did.”

A knock on the door made me swallow hard. “He’s here.”

Brent held out his hand. “Pinch me. Let me know I’m not dreaming.”

Before I could do the honors, Steve pinched Brent. Hard. Brent grimaced, shoved him back, and laughed. Melanie led Modesto into the kitchen. He set the tackle box he had tucked under his arm on the kitchen counter, and gave us a sheepish grin. “I’m sorry, but I’ll need you all to step out. How to make the tea is another part of the secret.”

I understood the need for his secrecy. After all, I had met Thomas, read the accounts of the Pendrell sons, and had seen how power hungry Crosby was. The promise of eternal life without the repercussions would tempt anyone.

Modesto looked around the kitchen. “Do you have a kettle I can borrow?”

My mom opened the cupboard and handed him one, while the rest of us filed out.

Melanie, Vovó, and my parents returned to their movie, Cherie and Steve headed toward the living room with a stack of bridal magazines, and Brent and I retreated to the backyard.

The evening air was still, filled with the sweet scents of my mother’s flowerbed and the plants from Vovó’s garden. Bees moved from flower to flower, unaware of the tension twisting my insides. I had to move. I pushed off the wall, the stucco pulling at strands of my hair. My feet paced the path between my dad’s grill and the coy pond. Usually watching the fish calmed me, the feeling of my element tempering my taut nerves, but not tonight.

Everything we had done since high school had led to this point. It had to work. Kevin had assured us a cure existed, we’d found it and Modesto seemed to know his stuff, but a faithless part of me doubted.

I shook out my shoulders and watched the gentle way the dying light of day filtered through the tall Eucalyptus trees, casting shadows on Brent’s features. He slumped against the metal patio furniture rubbing his forehead with one hand and biting the nails of his other.

The sliding glass door opened and my eyes snapped toward Modesto holding a steaming cup.

“It’s done.”

Brent jumped to his feet and we both rushed toward Modesto, who held out a dainty cup to Brent. The porcelain’s amber color reminded me of Pankurem beads.

“This is it?”

Modesto nodded.

Brent took it gently, as if afraid his fingers might smash it. He stared into its depth, then closed his eyes, took a deep breath and lifted the cup to his lips.

A strong surge of air rushed by me and pummeled into Brent.

He staggered back, lowering the cup and cradling his body around it protectively. The wind was too strong, too focused on Brent to be natural. It carried a strange scent, cedar mixed with something rotten.

I spun around, tracing the smell. Like a living embodiment of my worst nightmare, Crosby stalked through my backyard.

My throat constricted, my knees knocked together and the bitter taste of fear filled my mouth. Cedar was the scent of his expensive cologne, but the rotten smell, that was something different, something new.

“How did you get here?” I slithered back. “Past the wards?”

Crosby made a tsking sound like he was scolding a young child. “Your wards only keep out spirits, not humans. And Clarke knows how to break them. They’ll all be joining us soon.”

Cherie appeared in the doorway. I shook my head and Steve grabbed her, pulling her away as she took out her cell phone. Modesto slid into the shadows of the avocado tree. I kept my attention on Crosby.

My tongue felt like it had doubled in size, making it hard to swallow.

Here? After all these years, the battle to determine everything would happen in my backyard? But what had brought him out, had finally made him bring the fight to us?

Then I understood. The drink. Modesto.

Crosby wanted it for himself. If he swallowed Brent’s tea, he’d be virtually unstoppable.

“Drink it, Brent!” I ordered.

Brent struggled to bring it to his lips, but he seemed to be fighting something, the cup wouldn’t go any higher. If anything it seemed to lower. His hands shook and a dribble of blood trailed from his nose.

“Give me the cup.” Sweat trickled down Crosby’s pale, lined face and into his sunken eyes. Rail thin, he looked like an addict, and I wondered if he’d been ingesting Pankurem.

Brent’s fingers tightened on the cup and he glowered at Crosby, who laughed and then stretched out his fingers, curling them toward Brent in a come hither motion. Did he really think Brent would simply hand it over? Brent didn’t move, but the cup jerked in his hand. Crosby’s hand moved again, and the cup responded, while Brent struggled to maintain his grip, a tug of war over the delicate cup.

My mouth dropped open. Crosby didn’t have telekinetic abilities.

“How?” I asked before I could stop myself.

I took a step back at the creepiness of his answering smile.

“Surprised?” He raised an eyebrow and his smile grew. “I’ve recently come into some power of my own. You’ve met my guards before, haven’t you?”

His spirit hand lifted partly out of his skin, projecting just enough so we could see it bulge and distort as the trapped souls inside pressed out, trying to break free. Bile rose in my throat, I’d only seen something so horrible one other time.

“You’ve trapped their souls inside you? Enslaved them?”

“They were too strong, too much of a threat to keep alive. After Brent weakened them for me, I was able to overpower them.” His hand descended back into his skin. “All I need now is that drink to keep me from getting soul-sick.”

“You soul is too sick to be cured!” I screamed.

Crosby narrowed his eyes, nostrils flaring. The cup in Brent’s hands twitched again. “Just imagine how much more I’ll be able to accomplish when you two join the collection. And you’ll have an eternity to make amends with your father, Brent.”

“You have him?” Brent paled and stumbled, his grip loosened, and the cup flew from his hands to Crosby’s who brought it his lips with a triumphant smirk. “Cheers!”

He couldn’t have it! Rage coursed through me and the leaves of the avocado tree behind Crosby responded, quivering in tandem with my pulse.

Without even trying, I guided a thick branch of the tree to smack Crosby. It hit him hard in the back of the head, sending the cup and its contents flying. Crosby dove for the precious object, skidding to the ground. As it tumbled toward the ground, I caught the liquid from the air, gathering the cure into a hovering, quivering ball that floated to my hands as the delicate porcelain shattered on the bricks.

“No!” Crosby crawled to the broken remains, beating his fist against the ground. “No!”

The air exploded with motion. Branches creaked, leaves went airborne. I didn’t know if it was Crosby or Brent, but it raced around me, pushing me left, then right, ripping the air from my lungs. I clung to the ball of tea, fighting to keep it intact. Brent yelled something I couldn’t hear above the wind. With a point of my fingers, I directed the airborne cure straight past his lips. The liquid flew into his mouth with such force he staggered back. Modesto rushed forward, pushing Brent’s mouth closed, forcing him to swallow.

“NO!!!” Crosby watched Brent gulp down the potion he’d been searching for. He leapt to his feet and from the back of his pants drew out a gun, aiming it at me.

But before he could pull the trigger, the smell of burnt flesh permeated the air. Crosby dropped the revolver, cradling his hand to his chest. The gun fell to the cement before it exploded, the bullets in the magazine bursting. Brent threw up a wall, deflecting the shrapnel.

“Nice trick, Mr. Springsteed,” Crosby shouted. “But like you, I no longer need a weapon.”

He brought his hands together and the ground shook, the air ripped at my hair, my shirt undulating in the wind.

DJ appeared, taking in the situation. I felt him draw some power from me before rushing Crosby. His fist connected with Crosby’s face, slamming it to the side.

Brent stood tall, gathering his own power. His arms spread wide, summoning; his pull like a magnet. Leaves and twigs twirled, the patio chairs rumbled up and down and screeched toward him. But then Brent paled, the nosebleed now coming from both nostrils and he sagged to the ground, convulsing. I ran toward him dropping to my knees.

DJ uppercut Crosby again, stealing more of my energy.

“What’s happening?” I asked Modesto.

Modesto frowned. “It’s cleansing him.”

“How long will it take?”

“Minutes? Days? Hours?”

I couldn’t leave him out here defenseless. “Get him out of here. He has to survive.”

Modesto gave me stern nod. “Good luck.”

I spun on my heel. DJ and Crosby were locked in battle, grappling with each other. Crosby lifted a wildly flailing DJ into the air.

The gate to the back yard burst open and Kalina and Faith ran through, accompanied by a man who dragged a struggling Clarke with him. I recognized Paul from my meeting with the council. Spirits soared in after them, those being compelled by Clarke swarming to grab at me.

“Protect Yara!” Kalina shouted at her spirits.

Clarke yelled muffled orders to hers around Paul’s hand over her mouth. The battle raged around me as ghosts with flickering, compelled stares fought against the council’s spirits led by Janette. She tackled the first spirit that dove at me.

“Thanks,” I gasped. She gave me a grim nod and swung at the ghost beneath her. My sister, great aunt and cousin ran out from the back door with jars of ghost-be-gone powder.

“Kalina!” Faith yelled, falling to her knees beside Kalina, who lay crumpled on the ground next to an unconscious Paul.

“Yara!” DJ said in a whimper. He clutched his chest where the particles of powder Crosby had just thrown at him still lingered in the air. DJ gave me a frightened glance and vanished.

Crosby spun on me. “It comes down to us.”

“How do you figure?” I asked, motioning around me to the chaos of the backyard where we greatly outnumbered him.

Without a word he stepped from his body and everything went deathly quiet. Everyone froze. I wheeled around. No one else on my side who was still in play could project. He was right. It all came down to us.

Crosby strode toward me, his skin bulging and twisting with the souls of the bodyguards, whose vast power he now controlled. My heart fluttered in my chest, my legs sagged like overcooked noodles.

I couldn’t do this. I wasn’t strong enough. Ghosts joined him and moved toward me, their eyes flickering. Behind them, frozen in time in the upstairs window, Vovó peered into the night.

She’d been scared once too, but she’d embraced her heritage, her role. It was my turn now; I fought for many. Not only for the spirits, but for my family.

An intrinsic part of my being, one that had lain hidden since birth, rose and swelled inside me. Like a seed that had been watered, nurtured, and cultivated, it burst forth into a fully-grown tree.

The feeling that had been missing, the confidence, the sense of being a Matriarca exploded through me, like lightning. I could do this. I was born to do this.

A power that I’d never experienced surged through me. The feeling spread from the crown of my head to the tips of my toes, filling me whole, burning, searing, completing. Like a butterfly emerging from its cocoon to spread its wings, something unfurled in me, rippling free.

The council’s spirits appeared around me and Janette strode beside me, her shoulder bumping mine. I wasn’t alone.

Crosby roared. I could feel him gathering the wind, pulling it together, preparing to blast me. I took a step back, not out of fear, but out of strength, and kicked off my ballet flats, my toes stepping into the grass, feeling the energy of the earth. Crosby smiled, mistaking my retreat.

I reached out with all my senses, connecting with the elements around me: water, earth, air and fire. The plants responded, each leaf and blade of grass humming with barely contained energy. The pond rippled and the air caressed my skin.

The world was on edge, awaiting my command.

Crosby extended both hands and he sent a wave of energy so strong it knocked me onto my butt. It didn’t dissipate once it had hit, but grew, pushing against me. I raised my arms, creating a barrier, but the force grew, cracking the shield I put in front of me.

Foreign thoughts whispered through my mind.

Why am I fighting him? He’s such a nice man.

I shook my head. I knew those thoughts weren’t mine, but tendrils of his mind-control creeping into my brain. I could feel him in there, trying to seize control, to steal my memories, to leave me defenseless. I pushed back with everything I had: water particles from the air, dirt from the ground. They soared through his bodiless being.

My arms started to quake. I cowered, feeling my protective barrier shrinking. How could I defeat a person without a body? He was practically a ghost.

Exactly.

He was a ghost and I was a Matriarca.

“Stop!”

The spirits within him froze; Crosby’s arms paused, his body still as a statue, but the force of his will battled mine.

I could feel my strength growing, expanding. I stood and started toward him, wrestling against the air still assailing me. Crosby fought on, tendrils of his mental power still trying to dig into my skull. I pushed forward, step by step, shortening the distance between us. Crosby’s eyes widened and his lips twisted, defeat in his eyes.

He retreated back to his body, and the battle resumed, deafening screams and shouts over commands being issued by Faith. Crosby turned and ran. With a flick of my wrist, an ivy plant lunged, tripping his retreat.

Crosby sprang up, but I sent earth power into the blades of grass until they lengthened, circling up Crosby’s legs. They tightened around his wrists, his neck, and his ankles, thickening as he struggled against them.

His power flared again, prodding for a weakness in the barrier of my mind. It no longer felt like a hand searching or manipulating. It felt like a mallet bent on destruction. He wanted to extinguish me, to erase me from my own mind. I fought to hold it off, barely keeping the building pressure at bay.

“No!” I shouted. “Stay in your own head.”

Like a slingshot, the mental probes rebounded and his head whipped back.

His hand went to his brow, his eyes unfocused, his expression blank. Then his whole body jolted, his eyes rolling back, his limbs shaking.

I pulled off my necklace and shoved it in his mouth, which gaped open in a silent scream. I slammed his mouth shut and the trapped spirits erupted free, a mass of mist that separated into five distinct beings, the four bodyguards and Brent’s dad.

Crosby’s convulsing stopped and with a panting sigh he went lax, his eyes sliding closed. With blinding brilliance, the golden light appeared, its rays enticing the newly freed souls, welcoming them into its embrace.

Brent’s dad turned toward me. “Tell him I’m sorry. Crosby’s been controlling me for years, even before Brent went to Pendrell. I didn’t know.” His eyes glimmered with unshed tears. “Thank you for taking care of him. Please tell him I love him.”

With that he stepped into the light, disappearing into its radiance.

“Good Job,” Kalina said, coming up behind me. “That light is beautiful, but I’m glad it’s not here for me.”

I spun and threw my arms around her. “I thought you were dead.”

She touched her bleeding forehead. “No, some ghost just sucker punched me. I’m harder to kill than that. Besides, I already died once, and I didn’t care for it.” Kalina glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “Need any help, Faith?”

“No. I’ve got her!”

Faith had Clarke down, hogtied and drawing something on her skin. Clarke bucked like a wild bull, but Faith elbowed her in the face and continued her etching.

I recognized what she was doing; I’d read about it in Vovó’s journals not long ago. The irreversible spell took away a Waker’s powers. Clarke would never be able to see or communicate with the dead again.

Some part of me wanted to recoil, but Clarke deserved it. She’d turned her back on what it meant to be a Waker. Clarke’s spirits, free of compulsion, were moving into the light, but the council’s still hovered around. Standing guard.

Kalina knelt beside Crosby and dropped dandelion dust from her pocket onto Crosby’s face, guiding some over his eyes, into his mouth, speaking the words of the spell that would seal his soul into his body, removing his ability to project.

When she had finished, the council’s spirits turned to the light. One by one, they moved toward it, Janette remaining until the last. Finally she, too, stepped toward it, stopped, and embraced her daughter once last time, each of them whispering their goodbyes. Faith wiped away a tear, but nodded and waved as her mother strode into the brilliant glow.

“Wow, some light. So that’s what all the fuss is about, huh?” Brent’s voice startled me, and I turned. Something about him felt different, off.

“I’m sorry, Yara,” my dad croaked from the back door, a tear lining his cheek.

He strode out, a limp Brent in his arms. Steve and Cherie followed behind him, pale and hollow-eyed, Steve hanging onto Cherie like his life depended on it.

My eyes swung back to my boyfriend, standing beside me. I didn’t understand. I didn’t want to understand.

“Brent?”

He gave me a sad smile.

“No. No.” I shook my head, trying to deny what I was seeing. “But you took the cure.”

Brent wiped the tears from my face. His touch still soothed, but it felt different, cold. “I didn’t get it in time.”

Brent held my gaze but drifted back toward the light.

“Brent—”

I bit down hard on my lip to stop myself from begging him to stay. I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him close, nestling my head against his chest, breathing in his citrusy-musky scent and trying to make this moment last forever.

The light lapped against his back, washing over my hands and arms, promising love and peace, lulling me with eternal joy. Brent pulled back, his fingers trailing down my arms until they clasped my hands, easing away.

“You can’t come, Yara. It’s not your time.”

I shook my head. The light engulfed him and he tried to pull his hands free but I refused to let go. I couldn’t. I was his tether to life, without me he’d be gone.

Through my veil of tears, I saw other shapes inside the light, materializing beside him. My eyes strained against the brightness and two became recognizable. Neal and Kevin.

My heart stopped at the sight of my brother. He grinned and took my hand, gently pulling it off Brent’s. I allowed it, but held on tighter to Brent with the other hand.

Kevin kissed the back of my hand and all of his love rushed through me. I’d never dreamed I’d be lucky enough to have another moment like this with him.

“I love you,” I told him.

Kevin mouthed, “I love you.” He blew me a kiss, and dissolved into the light. I stared after him, surprised at the peace I felt.

Neal took Brent’s free hand. Other people, about thirty or so, shimmered into view behind them. I recognized Phil Lawson, and others looked vaguely familiar. They surrounded Brent, hiding him from view, each one moving to take his hand briefly before stepping away. I still clung to one hand, and brought it to my chest, holding it close to my heart. Free from the light, his fingers looked drab compared to the rest of the arm still bathed in the golden hues.

DJ slid up beside me.

“I hate goodbyes.” DJ kissed my cheek and brushed his lips against the scar he gave me over my left eye. “I’ll miss you, Yara. I always loved you, you know.”

I looked away from Brent, studying my friend’s face. “Where are you going?”

One corner of his lip turned up as he slid his hand between Brent’s and mine. Holding my hand, he pulled Brent forward and somehow they merged, hovering on the cusp of the light.

Like a trick of light, their images flickered back and forth, brown eyes, then green, dark hair and light hair, lanky then muscular; and then they were two again. Though DJ had taken my hand, I now held Brent’s.

DJ winked at me and shoved Brent forward into my arms on the other side of the divide. He had taken Brent’s place.

DJ smiled, an expression brighter and happier than I’d seen on him since his mother’s death. His sister, Amy, stepped up beside him, beautiful again, no longer emaciated by drugs. He embraced her and gave me one final wink before the light disappeared, swallowing them up.

My hands went to Brent’s face, his eyes wide and dazed.

And then he was gone and I fell forward onto the thick lawn.

My cheek rested on the grass, the blades absorbing my tears. What had just happened? Had I imagined Brent coming back out of the light?

“Don’t cry, Bonita,” Brent’s voice said. I flipped myself over, blinking up into the starlit sky. Brent towered over me in his body. Whole. Complete. Alive.

He took my hand and lifted me to my feet, crushing me in a hug. I nuzzled my lips against his neck, relishing in his heat.

“You’re alive.” I couldn’t stop touching him. My fingers moved up and down his arms, across his shoulders and tangled in his hair.

“I’m as surprised as you are.” He caressed my face with the back of his hand. “In the light, they told me the tea cured my body, but only the light could cleanse my soul.”

“How do you feel?”

“Back to my usual perfection.” He winked as he flexed his arms, showing off his biceps. Then he sobered. “I feel better than I have in years. The spirits took back what had been left of them in me. They weren’t at peace either; part of them was missing. I’m just me again. All me.”

He brought his lips to mine and kissed me. My knees went weak as he gently parted my lips, pulling me tight against him. He nibbled his way down my neck, stealing my breath. His hands pressed—a throat being cleared loudly reminded me we weren’t alone. Brent smirked and my cheeks flushed.

“Sorry to interrupt.”

I glared at Kalina from the haven of Brent’s arms.

“We’re all happy Brent’s alive. Honestly. But your neighbors probably called the cops already, so we have to figure out what we’re going to do about him.” Kalina kicked Crosby who lay on his back, still entrapped by long blades of grass. His eyes were open and vacant, and drool ran down his chin.

“What’s wrong with him?” I asked.

Faith bent down, lifted his lids, and examined his eyes. “I’m not as good as my mom was with this stuff, but I’d say his spell backfired. I think instead of erasing your memories he deleted his own. I’m not sure how much of him is left.”

Crosby’s mouth opened and a slow stream of slurred gibberish came out.

“Gotta love Karma. If it’s like what he did to my mom, it’s probably permanent,” Kalina said.

Faith frowned. “I think the same thing happened to Clarke. They must’ve been tied together. She was spouting a lot of nonsense before. I marked her anyway, just in case.”

Paul sat up with a groan and dabbed at the scratch marks on his cheek, before noticing Crosby. “Please tell me he’s dead.”

“Sorry,” Kalina said, extending her hand to help him stand.

“Too bad.”

“So what are we going to do with them?” I asked.

“I can give Clarke to one of our government contacts,” Kalina said, while she and I pulled Clarke to her feet.

“Put Crosby in my car,” Faith said to Brent and my dad who were peeling back strands of grass from Crosby’s legs. “I’ll take him to a hospital. I have no connection to him at all, and I can tell them I found him wandering down the street.”

“What happened?” Vovó asked in a panicked voice. She stood on the edge of the backyard, taking in the devastation. “Why was that man attacking Yara?”

“Let’s go inside and we’ll talk about it,” Dalva said.

“We’ll answer all your questions,” Janae promised, taking Vovó’s hand and leading her inside. Dalva, my mom, and my sister followed.

That should be an interesting conversation.

I wanted to follow them, but I knew she was in good hands. I turned my attention back to cleaning up the mess Crosby had made.

Brent and my dad heaved Crosby to the car, unceremoniously shoving him into the back seat, while Kalina helped me guide Clarke to the other vehicle. We stood in a circle and looked at each other.

“So now what?”

“There’s no way the other Wakers will be able to say we haven’t earned the right to lead our family lines,” Faith said “Not after this. Kathryn can suck it.”

“My Matriarca skills finally kicked in,” I confessed. “That’s how I got the extra juice to beat Crosby.”

“I knew you had an extra sparkle about you.” Brent put his arm around my neck and kissed my temple. “That extra oomph of power looks fantastic on you.”

I playfully pushed his shoulder. “Shut up.”

But I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face. My dad ruffled my hair as he walked back toward the house. I took a deep breath and glanced around my neighborhood. The teenagers across the street were playing basketball by the light of a streetlamp and a little boy rode by on his scooter, his parents walking behind, hand in hand. It all looked so normal, so completely separate from the epic battle we’d just gone through.

Steve hobbled down the front walk with Cherie beside him, and thumped Brent on the back. Steve wiped at his still wet eyes. “Don’t ever do anything like that again. You had me so worried, I about died with you there, man.”

Brent grinned. “Noted.”

Cherie hugged me tight, her cast digging into my lower back. “Is it really over? Did we really win?”

“We did.” I glanced at Crosby, his head propped against the window and drool running down his chin. This time it was definitely over.

“I shouldn’t sound surprised; I know we’re awesome.” She smoothed a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. “But honestly, there were a few times I was afraid we wouldn’t win this one.”

I nodded. “Me too.”

“I’m so getting all the details tonight.” Cherie peered into the car windows. “It’s hard to believe that man caused so many problems. He looks harmless now.”

“Harmless for how long, though?” Brent asked. “Are we really going to let Clarke and Crosby go and just hope their condition is permanent?”

“We’ll keep an eye on them,” Faith said. “There isn’t much else we can do.”

Faith and Kalina each gave me a hug before climbing into their cars. I stood in Brent’s arms with our two best friends close by.

“How did you come back from the dead?” Steve asked. “Was it a time loop thing like Yara?”

Brent shook his head and swallowed hard. “It was DJ. He took my place in the light and literally shoved me into Yara’s arms.”

“He took your place, then,” Cherie said. “Remember, the light is always growing; it doesn’t get smaller.”

“Yeah.” Brent wiped his forearm across his eyes. “I can’t believe he did that for me.” Brent let out a humorless laugh and tugged me closer. “Actually I do believe it, but it wasn’t for me. He did it for Yara.”

There was a moment of silence, and I think everyone was thinking of DJ’s last selfless act.

Cherie frowned. “So, we beat Crosby. Now what?”

“Well,” I said with a grin. “You do have a wedding to prepare for.”

Cherie smiled and looped her good arm through Steve’s. “There is that.”

“And I have a future,” Brent said. “That’s something I didn’t think I’d get.”

He picked me up and swung me around, laughing, a happy carefree sound.

I didn’t know what the rest of my life entailed, but with Brent by my side, I knew I could do anything.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

“For burns I’ll want lavender?” Vovó asked. She was sitting in my room, reading through the notes she’d made earlier in the day.

I smiled at her. “Right.”

We’d been re-teaching Vovó about her Waker heritage for the past few weeks. She’d been scared at first, but she was getting past that now and relearning everything she once knew.

She ran her finger along the jars of oils and herbs that lined the shelves in my room. The same ones that used to line the windowsill in her room.

“Sometimes you ask me a question, and I feel like I almost know the answer, but then I just can’t remember it.”

Vovó touched the fern on my desk and the leaves sprung up healthier from her touch. She smiled every time something like that happened. The garden still thrived under her care, responding to her gifts. Some part of her remembered who she was.

“Do you want to read some more of your journal together?” I asked.

Each member of the family took time reading with her, explaining to her the things that didn’t make sense, helping her to reclaim part of her past.

“Not tonight.” She shook her head. “I’m still tired from helping you cross the ghost over earlier.”

It was weird to be the one training her instead of the other way around. My mom walked in and switched on the small TV on my nightstand. “Thought you might want to see this.”

A perky brunette newscaster spoke into the camera. “ . . . over a month since senate hopeful Jamie Crosby had his debilitating accident. Doctors are still unsure what caused his catatonic state, and remain uncertain about his prognosis for the future.”

She went on to discuss the man who’d stepped in to replace Crosby in the senate race. I breathed a sigh of relief. No one had connected his “accident” with me or the other Wakers.

Speaking of which, I was going to be late for my meeting with the council if I didn’t leave soon. It seemed they wanted to hear my version of the events surrounding Crosby’s downfall.

I kissed the top of my grandma’s head. “I’d better go. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I ran a brush through my hair and grinned at the lack of static. Once all the trapped and compelled spirits entered the light, the spirit world had mended itself. Not a single Waker had been pulled in while helping a spirit cross.

Heading downstairs, I swung my purse over my shoulder. I opened the front door only to come face to face with Brent.

“Hey, Yara.” He wiped his hands on his jeans and cleared his throat. “Uh, wanna go for a drive?”

“Sure.” I closed the door behind me and walked down the front steps. “If you don’t mind coming with me to see the council.”

Brent pursed his lips. “Are you sure you should go? I doubt Kathryn will like hearing about you playing the hero.”

“I’m not thrilled about it, but Kalina and Faith want me there.”

Brent seemed unusually quiet on the drive to the hotel. When he parked, he gave me a long look. “Last chance. Sure you want to do this?”

I shrugged. “I’m not afraid of them anymore.”

Brent gave me a wide smile and took my hand. “That’s my girl.”

Paul Sommerson greeted us at the door with a friendly smile. “Welcome back.”

Brent raised his eyebrows. “Nice, to see those scratches on your cheeks finally healed.”

“Yeah, Clarke must have been a cat in another life.” Paul chuckled. “She sure scratched like one.”

We followed him along the same path we’d walked before. Once again, the chairs were full and the same table stood at the front of the room. This time, though, Kalina sat in her mom’s place.

Brent and I paused at the front of the center aisle. When no one said anything, I spoke up. “You wanted to see us?”

“We’re hoping to hear the truth about what happened with Jamie Crosby.” Kathryn shuffled some papers in front of her. “We’ve listened to some rather fanciful tales told by Faith and Kalina about the whole event. Please tell us your version.”

I did, omitting only the information that would lead them to Modesto. I told them Crosby had come to my house to retrieve the stolen journals.

“And what became of these journals?” Kathryn asked, her eyes narrowing.

“We burned them.” Okay, that was also a lie. We’d entrusted them to Modesto. We’d helped him break into Crosby’s house and gather the other journals, plus any notes that mentioned his experiments, projecting, or Wakers. Modesto and his line would continue to protect our secrets from those who might abuse them.

Her lips pressed together. “Who gave you the authority to do that?”

“I didn’t need permission. I’m the leader of my line.”

Kathryn smiled, and it gave me the chills. “About that. I’ve decided it’s time for your line to merge with ours. As you know, several of the break-offs have already joined us. Each of those family lines has a representative on the council, but since I am a direct descendent of the first Waker, I serve as the Matriarca. We are offering you the chance to join us.”

I didn’t have to think about my answer. “No, thank you.”

“I insist.”

An odd pressure squeezed my body, concentrated in my head. I shook it off like an annoying fruit fly. “And I said, ‘No.’”

Her face turned an alarming shade of red. “You will join us.”

Again I felt that weird pressure, bringing with it a slight headache. “I won’t.”

“Then you will leave America and never come back.”

The pressure increased. It seemed familiar, like I’d felt it before.

“Are you serious? You can’t order me to do that.”

My head throbbed again and things fell into place: the strange pressure, Kalina’s confession about Kathryn compelling her, the memory of Clarke trying it on me.

I stared at Kathryn. “You’re trying to compel me.”

The whole room gasped and whispers spread fast.

“No, of-of course I’m not! I couldn’t,” Kathryn sputtered, paling.

“Yes she could.” Kalina stood up. “She’s done it to me.”

“But that isn’t possible,” Lyn protested her eyes darting between Kalina, Kathryn and me.

“It is possible for a Matriarca to compel one of the Returned,” Kalina said, loud enough to be heard over the growing murmurs in the room.

“It’s true,” I confirmed.

“But then why didn’t it work on you?” Lyn asked.

Kathryn opened her mouth, but Faith cut her off.

“Yara is more than just a Returned. She has the ability to control all four elements and is the strongest Matriarca in this room, the strongest one since Maria.” Faith smiled at me. “She is the Light in the Darkness.”

The whispering started again.

“That isn’t true,” Kathryn argued. “If she’s so strong then how come her boyfriend is still dying?”

“Do I look like I’m dying?” Brent sounded as smug as his smirk looked.

“Then how were you cured?” Kathryn demanded.

Brent and I exchanged a look.

“The spirits healed him.” It was the truth, just not all of it. “His brother and mine.”

“You’re lying. Tell me!” She tried her compulsion again and I flicked it off without even thinking.

“Stop trying to compel me.” I folded my arms and glared at her. “It’s giving me a headache and ticking me off.”

Lyn frowned. “She tried to compel you again?”

Before I knew it, the murmurs behind us grew into angry shouts, calling for Kathryn’s removal from her position.

Kathryn slammed her hands against he table and rose to her feet. “I’ve led you for thirty years. You need me!”

Lyn stood. “And for how many of those years have you been abusing your powers? I’ve sat in silence for too long, watching while you’ve compelled unwilling ghosts, and withheld assistance from spirits and fellow Wakers. Now you’re compelling your own Waker sisters.”

“And who would replace me? None of you are strong enough to lead.” Kathryn stuck her chin in the air, glaring defiantly around the room.

“Yara could. I saw in—”

“Shut up, Kalina!” Kathryn ordered.

Kalina’s mouth snapped shut, her eyes filling with tears.

“You don’t have to listen to her anymore, Kalina,” I said. A strange weight accompanied my words. “You can speak freely.”

Kalina’s mouth fell open and her shoulders lifted, the pain on her face clearing. Her eyes were still glimmering with tears, but she turned a smug smile to Kathryn.

“Yara’s meant to become the Matriarca of all three lines. That’s why Kathryn wanted me to scare Yara away to Brazil. She knew Yara could tie the three branches back together, to mend the rift and distance between us.”

This time, the conversations behind me were filled with wonder and confusion.

Kalina pushed forward, towering over Kathryn, and her voice carried to the far corners of the room. “She’s already the head of her own family, and she’s next after Clarke to take over the Dias line. She’s meant to lead us all.”

“Yeah, right.” I laughed, my head swimming with the direction this conversation had taken. But I remembered Clarke’s vague reference to me taking her place one day. Had she known I was the one who’d replace her? It didn’t seem possible.

“Clarke knew it and so did her family,” Faith said. “The Dias family will be contacting you soon. You’re a direct descendant—and now leader—of both the Dias and Sousa lines. You have distant connections to the Azevedos too, which were cemented when your soul was bound with Brent. He’s a direct ancestor of that line.”

“How did you know about the binding?” I asked, feeling violated that they knew about something so private and were sharing it so openly.

“She knows because of me.” Kalina looked guilty but determined. “I saw it. I had to mention it only because everyone here needs to understand your legitimacy.”

“You’re a Returned who can wield all four elements, and Brent told me Maria has appeared to you and blessed you.” Faith’s voice rose so everyone could hear. “You’re the first full Waker since Maria. You’re our generation’s Light in the Darkness, the strongest Waker alive.”

It was a good thing Brent was holding me. I was feeling lightheaded. I leaned against him, my rock. He rubbed the back of my neck and whispered in my ear, reminding me to breathe.

Vovó had said I was her hope for the Waker future. Is this what she meant? Had she known all this? I wished I could ask her.

Faith stood up. “Yara is meant to be the Matriarca, not only for the Brazilian lines, but ours too. Can’t you all feel it in her?”

To my horror, everyone started to nod, some standing to applaud. A protesting Kathryn shouted threats as she backed away, running smack into Paul. Lyn stalked toward her, her face grim.

“Kathryn, for your crimes against your fellow Wakers you will be tried,” Lyn said. “If found guilty, you shall be marked and cast from us forever.”

“Is that necessary?” I asked Kalina.

She nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen what will happen if we don’t. If you thought Crosby was bad . . .” Kalina shuddered.

Once Paul had dragged Kathryn from the room, everyone grew silent, their eyes on me.

“Do you feel like you’re meant to lead us?” Lyn asked.

“No” was on the tip of my tongue, but somehow it came out, “Yes.”

In my bones I knew I was meant to fill this role, to accept this calling. I wasn’t scared anymore. I’d been preparing for this my whole life. The whole room broke out into thunderous applause.

“Maybe I shouldn’t have let you speak,” I said to Kalina as she pulled me into a tight hug.

“Well, that’ll teach ya,” she said with a laugh.
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I left the meeting in a daze. Accepting the position had changed my life in ways I couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Several immediate questions would have to be answered, like where I’d live, or what I’d do for a job.

“I can feel how close you are to freaking out,” Brent said as he started the car. “Tonight, let’s not think about anything that happened in that meeting. It’ll all still be there tomorrow.”

He turned on the radio to my favorite jazz station and “Can’t Stop Dreaming of You” was playing. I turned it up and sang along, relaxing into the leather seats, closing my eyes, and letting my worries drift away, while Brent whistled the tune.

As we came to a stop, I opened my eyes, surprised to see he’d driven us to Pendrell’s campus.

“What are we doing here?”

He turned off the engine and stared at the school. Pendrell’s buildings gleamed in the moonlight, detailed ironwork casting intricate shadows on the stucco walls and arches. Surrounded by its lush lawns and thriving vegetation, it was hard to imagine the horrors Brent and I had experienced here.

Without a word Brent got out of the car and walked to my side, opening the door for me. He took my hand and helped me out.

“Visiting hours are over; if anyone catches us, we’ll be in trouble,” I pointed out.

Brent laughed. “And when has that ever stopped you?”

I nudged him with my elbow. “Never.”

He led me across the lawn and through the buildings. I smiled, remembering all the nights the four of us snuck out of our dorm rooms—Cherie, Steve, Brent, and me.

“The last time I was healthy and fully myself was on this campus.” He glanced down at me, his brown eyes sparkling. “I was a teenage boy, interested in a girl I thought was crazy for believing in ghosts.”

I shivered at the nip in the air. Brent shrugged out of his jacket and slipped it around my shoulders, engulfing me in his familiar citrusy-musky smell.

“And then one night I was ripped from my body. That was the last time—until now—that my body was completely mine.”

Brent guided me across the empty campus like we were the only two alive in the flower-perfumed night. His thumb rubbed the pearl on the ring he’d given me in high school, bringing it to his lips for a kiss.

“But now it’s all you,” I reminded him.

“It’s all me.” He kissed the top of my head.

We approached the commons building and I followed Brent to its outdoor courtyard.

Despite the late hour, embers glowed beneath the charred logs in the wood-burning fireplace. Brent snapped his fingers and the embers burst into flames. He scooted two metal chairs closer to the fire and helped me into a seat before dropping into the one across from it.

Something about this felt familiar, like we’d done it before. We didn’t speak; Brent stared up into the stars and I watched the fire leaping in the grate, enjoying the heat of it on my skin. It was a perfect moment.

I struggled to picture the scared, sixteen-year-old girl who first enrolled here. She’d been breathless at the handsome boy she’d saved that first day. The man he’d become still had the same effect on me. As I stared at him, I wasn’t sure what warmed me more; the fire, or the look Brent gave me.

Brent fidgeted in his seat, clearing his throat. “You know, I wouldn’t take back any of it: the body snatching, the time in limbo, the illness. I had to go through that to get here. And I would have died without you. You saved me. The moment I met you is when my life truly began.”

Tears formed behind my eyes and I smiled at him. “I couldn’t have done it without you. You helped me embrace who I really was, and you’ve been by my side ever since.”

Brent grinned. “We may have met when you saved my life that first day, but I think this is where our story really started. This is where we first kissed.”

I tucked my hands underneath my thighs. “Well technically you kissed me in the pool house.”

“To stop your melt-down.” Brent rolled his eyes. “And technically you kissed me in the groves.”

“Accidentally,” I reminded him. “Because you turned your head at the wrong time.”

“Or the right one,” he said. He winked at me, but his eyes turned serious. He leaned forward and studied his hands. “But it was here, the third time we kissed, that we meant it, and our future together really started.”

I glanced around the courtyard. This was where we had finally decided to be together. We’d come here after homecoming our junior year. A dance we’d each attended with someone else, before admitting our feelings for each other.

Smiling, I looked at Brent, but he had his head tilted back again and studied the stars.

“I’m not sure what exactly happens now. Do we go back to Brazil so you can guide the rest of your family? Do we stay here so you can be close to your parents and the council, which you’re now sort of in charge of?”

I collapsed against my chair with a long sigh. “I don’t know.” I held my breath because my next question was a big one. “If I went back to Brazil, would you go with me?”

Brent laughed and it reminded me of the slippery, velvety notes of jazz. “You can’t get rid of me now. Well, I guess you could.”

“I don’t want to,” I said quickly, turning toward him.

Brent licked his lips and wiped his hands on his jeans. “Good. I don’t care where we live, Yara. I can make a life anywhere, be happy anywhere, as long as we’re together. I’m not dying. I actually have a future now, and I want to spend every moment of it with you.”

He slid off the chair onto one knee and took my hands in his. “Yara, will you marry me?”

I pulled my hands free so they could cover my mouth as it let out a happy sob. Unable to speak, I nodded, tears threatening to fall.

“So that’s a yes, right?” Brent asked.

“Yes,” I managed.”

Grinning, Brent tugged my left hand away from my face and slipped a pear shaped diamond onto my finger. It glittered in the firelight, sparkling with promise, just like the years that lay ahead of us.

I threw myself into his arms as he stood. He hugged me tight and swung me around, both of us laughing, crying, and kissing.

He rested his forehead against mine. “You’re sure? I’m not letting you change your mind if you say yes again.”

“Yes,” I whispered and leaned in to kiss my fiancé.

I glanced around the campus one more time, breathing in the clean spring air.

“So, how are we going to break the news to your mom?”

Brent threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, she’s all for us getting married now.”

“Seriously?” Was he talking about the same woman who could barely stand to be in the same room as me?

“Are you kidding?” He raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “You saved my life. She loves you. She said she wants grandkids as soon as possible.”

The blood drained from my face. “Great. Just great.”

Brent gently tapped my chin. “I, uh, haven’t talked to your dad yet. I was kinda hoping you could hide the key to his sword collection before I ask.”

He intertwined his fingers with mine.

“I thought you liked to live dangerously.” I grinned and followed him toward the car. “If you had to choose between fighting Crosby again or facing my dad, who would you choose?”

“Crosby. Hands downs.” Brent opened the car door for me. “Have you seen your dad with his swords?”

I raised one eyebrow. “You sure I’m worth it?”

Brent’s teasing smile faded. “Without a doubt.”

He kissed me one more time, a sweet promise of our future together, one I couldn’t wait to start living.

 

 

The End.
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Sentenced to death by the man she loves . . .

 

Jade has no control over her future. She is the Emmía, the girl whose magical blood keeps her kingdom’s cursed soil fertile and ensures the survival of her people. But her destiny is ruined when pirates take her magical medallion, the loss of which is treasonous, and the prince she loves is honor-bound to sentence her to death.

 

Forced to flee to the pirate she hates . . .

 

Jade escapes from prison, but her sister is captured and will die in her place unless Jade returns with the medallion still on the pirates’ ship. In disguise, she joins the pirate crew where she finds herself drawn to the first officer, William, and his claims of the crown’s hidden brutality in the kingdom. But when Jade learns the fate of every Emmía before her, she is finally forced to choose her own destiny: die a martyr or live a rebel.

Now available.
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Chapter 1

 

The engagement ring encircling my finger felt like a hangman’s noose. Sometimes—just sometimes—the gallows seemed preferable to my upcoming marriage to a man I didn’t love. Today, on the day before my wedding, hanging definitely sounded more appealing. Candlelight flickered off the row of encrusted diamonds embedded in the band and I concentrated on their shine rather than the blade poised to cut across my left palm.

Gabrielle brought the knife down, slicing along the sinuous scar to reopen the old wound. For centuries, every Emmía before me had knelt in this same room of the castle with this same spelled knife. Each and every one had willingly bled for her people. I shifted on my knees, but the stone floor still carried the early morning chill into my bones and the fire sputtering in the hearth did little as a draft crept down the chimney.

A rivulet of blood warmed my palm as it ran down my fingers, cascading over the gold of my ring and coating the diamonds, hiding the gleam of the gems. Prince August insisted I wear it at all times, even now during the blood-letting, as if he needed the constant claim of ownership. Like the collar on a favored hound.

How appropriate that the blood would envelop the symbol of my engagement to him.

And tomorrow I will be a wife. His wife. Tied to the handsome Crown Prince. Girls throughout the land would envy me—I’d heard the jealous comments often enough. Strange how one person’s dream could be another’s nightmare.

Despite being lined by age, Gabrielle stood tall as she motioned for me to extend my right hand. Her auburn hair was pulled into a tight bun, adding to the severity of her angular face and accentuating her willowy figure, and the way she frowned made it seem like my now stinging left hand hadn’t given enough blood. I bit my lip, prepared for the pain as I stared at my favorite tapestry in the corner. After years of such ceremonies, I should be used to the sting—the parting of my flesh. But when Gabrielle milked the cuts for better flow, I gritted my teeth to keep from whimpering.

The tapestry was of Princess Dawn. Older than all the others, with their heroic depictions of battles won and enemies defeated, this ancestor of mine was the only woman to grace any within the castle. Princess Dawn—the original Emmía. The first to bleed for her people, the first to save them from starvation. Seeing her image—the violet eyes, the blonde hair, the crimson streaks dripping from her hands—gave me strength.

On the dais sat three thrones. At the center, the largest throne was empty. Beside it sat my fiancé, August, his eyes trained on the bowl collecting my blood. I tried to ignore the small smile on his lips. Instead, my eyes moved to his brother, James, who sat in the throne on the other side, his fingers pinching the bridge of his nose and his eyes averted.

I could feel my strength leaving my body with every heartbeat, the loss of blood taking its toll. Beneath me, the ridges of the etching on the stone floor dug into my knees. After each ceremony, parts of the king’s coat of arms—an edict medallion set over a bloody dagger, the necklace’s chain wrapped around the dagger’s hilt, and a small shoot of plant pushing through fertile soil—were almost branded into my skin where I knelt. Even the layer of skirts didn’t cushion the unforgiving floor.

As soon as the sacred container was full, Gabrielle and her two assistant Guardians held it aloft and began to sing in unison.

“Blood collected in candlelight, may you fertilize the kingdom’s soil and feed the people. May the blood loss that weakens the Emmía empower the Kingdom of Orea.”

Every blood ceremony ended with the Guardians, our magical protectors, chanting over my sacrifice. It’d been done this way since Princess Dawn had been brought from her island home to marry the Orean prince.

When the chanting ended, Gabrielle sealed the bowl and moved away. I longed to follow them—to actually see the kingdom’s cursed soil drink up my healing blood. Maybe if I saw that, I wouldn’t despise letting them open my veins twice a month.

But instead of leaving, Gabrielle returned with another bowl cupped in her palms. An empty one. She poised the knife above my wrist and I pulled back, startled.

“What’s this?” James demanded, rising from his throne. “You can’t seriously expect her to give more?”

Gabrielle’s eyes were fixed on August, the blade held motionless as she awaited his verdict.

“The king approved it.” August waved his hand in the air. “Continue.”

James turned toward his brother. “But the wrist—once cut, it’s hard to stop the bleeding.”

“Stop being so daft, James. They’ll use magic.”

James slumped back in his throne, his lips pressed tight.

One of the assistant Guardians grabbed my hand while Gabrielle slid the edge of the blade down my wrist, the pain quick and intense. The blood flowed faster than it had from my palm. I watched, fascinated at the pattern it created on my pale skin. Before the bowl was half full, the room around me grew dim, my eyes unable to focus. Pinpricks of yellow exploded in my vision, and my head swayed. I tried to kneel nobly for my kingdom, but I felt myself slump forward onto the cool stone of the altar, my edict medallion pressing against my chest as darkness overcame me.
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Two angry voices dragged me back from unconsciousness. I was lying on my back on a thick rug, but my eyes were too heavy to open. James and August argued above me.

“They took too much!” James shouted.

“It was hardly a significant increase,” August said calmly. “She accepts it. Why can’t you?”

“How can you accept it? Jade just fainted.”

“You care too much. She’s my fiancée.”

“As if you’d let me forget.” James huffed as his footsteps retreated and the antechamber doors swung open. “Someone send for Pearl,” James ordered. “Tell her that her sister needs her.”

Pearl. She was only a few years older than I was, but somehow she felt wiser, more mature. She always knew the right thing to say, and exactly how far she could push her opinions with August, stopping just before he could have reason to punish her.

I forced my eyes open. The gilded ceiling swung in and out of focus. A chandelier with flickering candles hung from the beam that arched the ceiling. Even though the sun had risen an hour ago, the room was darkened from the thick drapes that were always shut during the ceremony.

I closed my eyes again and the gentle rustle of fabric alerted me that someone knelt beside me. James. I recognized the smell of his clove scented shoe polish.

“Jade? Can you hear me?”

Despite how faint I felt, I smiled. “I hear you, James.”

“See, she’s perfectly fine,” August said.

James’s coat brushed my cheek as he moved closer to me. “Your definition of ‘fine’ is very different than mine.”

Light, hurried footsteps and the sound of jostling jars drifted from across the room. My eyes slitted open enough to see my sister taking out her healing materials from her traveling kit.

Pearl gasped. “They cut the wrist? I can’t believe . . . James, how could you let them?”

“The cuts are already closed over,” August said. “Really, why is everyone making such a fuss?”

Pearl’s touch was gentle and the burning in my palms lessened as she applied lavender oil, and I was finally able to focus on those in the room.

Pearl shook her head. “They didn’t seal these properly.”

“I was afraid of that,” James said. “After she fainted, they hurried through the rest of the ceremony, spending very little time on the healing magic.”

Pearl took a deep breath. “She fainted? And they didn’t stop?”

“It wasn’t the first time.” August clasped his hands behind his back, a lock of his curled brown hair falling into his eyes and his thin face resolute. “She’ll be fine.”

“The more blood you take, the more dangerous it becomes for her.” Pearl brought a glass to my lips and urged me to swallow. “If you take that much, she’ll need longer than two weeks to recover between ceremonies.”

August’s lips twisted into a smile that could freeze fire. “Are you giving me an order?”

Pearl dropped her head. “Of course not, my Lord. It is merely my recommendation as her healer that she needs longer to rest.”

“I’m sure I could find other healers that would disagree with you.”

The corner of Pearl’s lips pinched together before she nodded. “I’m sure you’re correct, your Majesty.”

James held my arm, careful to avoid my injured wrist and palm. My heart skipped at the feel of his fingers and the way they caressed me through the material of my dress. It felt wonderful to have him close. He’d been distant this week and I’d feared he’d been angry.

James’s other hand twisted in my hair. “Surely we have enough of her blood stockpiled until the birth of the next Emmía.”

“Two hundred years is a long time, little brother.” August sounded exasperated as he settled back onto his throne.

James gritted his teeth. “I’m not daft.”

“But you haven’t been raised to rule. I can’t afford to worry about the individual. I have to consider what’s best for the kingdom as a whole.” August leaned forward. “You can take comfort that she only has a few more years of bloodletting left.”

“How can you talk about Jade’s death like that?” James asked, tightening his hold on my arm. “She could live for decades.”

August shrugged. “She’d be the first. She knows who she is and what purpose her life serves, just as I do.” August’s palm slapped the arm of the throne. “We aren’t granted the same freedoms as you.”

“He’s right, James.” My voice was barely a whisper, but all eyes turned to me.

August and I were slaves to our roles. When I’d opened my eyes at birth, their violet coloring identified me as the next Emmía and had governed the path my life would take. “The kingdom needs my blood. I’m happy—” my voice broke on the word “—to provide for the people.”

“Even if it leaves you too weak to survive the childbed like it has the other Emmías?” Pearl asked, soft enough for only me to hear. The fire’s gleam flickered on her olive skin and delicate features, her golden hair tumbling forward and almost hiding the look of fear on her face. Fear for me—for my death. If not for my pale skin and violet eyes, we could be mirror images. Maybe that was what made her question my fate as no one else had.

“As long as I keep alive the Emmía line, I accept that for myself,” I whispered.

She dabbed the lavender to my wrists more firmly than necessary. “That’s what worries me.”

James sighed, his handsome features troubled. “You would have been better off growing up on your family’s farm, living life like a normal girl.”

August scoffed. “How else could we keep the savages from stealing her? She needs our protection. Inside this farm girl—” He shuddered as if my low origins were contagious. If only it repulsed him enough that he refused to tie himself to me. “—runs the kingdom’s most precious commodity. She’s all that stands between our people and starvation.”

“I know,” James said softly, sliding his fingers through my hair. His gentle ministrations distracted me from the burning in my hands. All I wanted was to curl into his lap, but the most I could do was snuggle my head against his thigh.

August noticed the movement, small as it was, his eyes instantly hardening into a glare and his hands balling into fists in his lap. I inched my head away from James and August’s fingers unclenched. No one else seemed to notice. Not even James.

“I know,” James said again, his voice suddenly turning hard and sarcastic. “Jade is our most precious commodity.”

Of course James would see me as the precious commodity, not my blood. But August was right—I knew it too. Sometimes I felt my destiny involved nothing more than being a human pincushion, but the alternative, the starvation of an entire kingdom, was too horrible to stomach.

Pain twice a month was a far better choice than condemning my people to a slow, awful death by hunger. Starvation could turn even Edict-abiding people into crazed and desperate savages. Being reminded of that made me ashamed of my voiceless complaints.

I tried to sit up, but the world around me tilted so severely I collapsed back down. Luckily, James caught me before my head hit the hard ground.

“Will she be all right, Pearl?” James asked, not looking away from my eyes.

“Eventually,” my sister answered, not sounding entirely sure.

James’s face turned hopeful, ever the optimist. “Maybe she needs an extra week to heal.”

Pearl nodded. “That would help.”

August gave James a level stare and stood. “She’ll get the same two weeks as always.”

“Surely the kingdom can allow—” James began, but I touched his arm.

“August is right,” I said, watching my fiancé draw near. “I’ll be ready by then.”

The corner of August’s lips turned up in a grin, obviously smug that I had sided with him for once, then frowned as his eyes dropped to where my fingers still rested on James’s arm. “And tomorrow she’ll be my wife.” August bent and trailed one finger down my cheek, leaving a fissure of cold where he touched, marking his claim.

I couldn’t help myself—I flinched at the contact.

August noticed and grinned. “That’s right. This time tomorrow, I’ll be a married man. Won’t you wish me happy, brother?” August paused then cocked his head to the side, glancing toward my hand again “No? Oh, well. I have to meet with father. We have some security issues to go over before the wedding.” Without another word August turned and left.

We all stared until long after he was gone. James’s shoulders slumped as he absently began stroking my hair. His fingers beat back the frigidity of August’s lingering touch.

After tomorrow there would be no more warmth from James.

Pearl slammed her pile of herbs into her basket, her brown eyes alight with anger. “You’ve got to do something about this, James. They’re leaving her too weak. Soon she’ll be unable to leave her bed.”

James stared at me, looking as lost and hopeless as I felt. “I know.”

He was silent for a moment, thinking, but instead of sharing his thoughts with me he straightened.

“Maybe there’s something I can do.” James looked into my eyes, searching for something before nodding. And there it was—in the slant of his face, the sudden shine in his eyes—that trace of optimism that was so eternal about James. “I’ll see you soon, Jade.” He leaned forward and brushed his lips across my forehead. My breath caught at the sudden touch. “I’ll call for Stratton and Jackson to come fetch you.”

He gave me a tentative smile before hurrying from the room. Pearl watched him go, her eyes thoughtful and disapproving.

“He loves you as much as you love him.” She picked up her basket and stood.

I nodded. “I know.”

“It has to end.”

“I know.” I’d always known, but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t fight it. I never wanted to. But after the ceremony tomorrow I’d have to. If I had to choose between the people of Orea and James, I’d pick the kingdom, even though doing so would shatter my heart.

Pearl frowned. “Every time the two of you are together, you’re tempting fate. And you’ll need to be extra careful after your wedding. All it takes is one wrong word—one careless action—to loosen the edict medallion.”

Magic connected every Orean to the edict medallion that hung around their necks. That same spell would release the medallion if one of the kingdom’s three sacred laws were broken—purity of the body, loyalty to the kingdom, and respect for human life—and the punishment was death. Loving James the way I did after my wedding would break two Edicts, causing the medallion to fall, the pure white stone turning red.

I lifted my chin in resolve. “It won’t come to that.”

It was time to accept my destiny. The kingdom needed me. If I didn’t give up James, we’d break the Edicts and our lives would be forfeit. We needed to live; the kingdom needed him almost as much as it needed me. I ignored the way my heart throbbed in tune with my now-scarred cuts as my fingers stroked the chain that held my edict medallion.

Tomorrow I would let James go. Instead of my love, I’d choose to give the people thriving crops and full bellies. I could only hope it’d be enough to warm me through the eternal frost of a life as August’s wife.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

I felt better after a large breakfast and a Pearl-ordered nap. Strong enough to get out of bed. Judging by the light coming through the windows, it was early in the day, perhaps around eleven. Still time to try to make one last dream a reality. I pushed back the thick blanket and got to my feet, grabbing the chair beside the bed, wincing at the tenderness in my palms. More yellow dots flared in front of my eyes as darkness crept into the corner of my vision. I held still, taking slow, measured breaths until I felt steady again.

I stumbled through the door and straight into the barricade of my two favorite guards, Stratton and Jackson.

“What are you doing up?” Stratton asked, untangling my hair from his bushy beard.

I straightened my skirt. “I need to get out of my room.”

“Pearl said you need to rest.” Jackson waved toward my room. “You aren’t strong enough to be on your feet.”

“If I wait until I’m well, I’ll never leave my bed.”

They exchanged a glance that said they agreed with me, even if they didn’t like it.

Taking that for their consent, I walked around them. It only took a moment for them to follow behind me. I waved to the various servants as I passed, focusing on their faces to make them out clearly through my slight dizziness.

Garlands of roses in the kingdom’s colors were being hung throughout the castle in preparation for tomorrow’s wedding. When we walked past the elaborate gold-plated doors where the Guardians studied their spells, I paused, then pushed the doors open.

Something inside me stirred as I stood on the threshold. The room smelled of spices and herbs, of magic. I stepped inside, leaving my guards at the doors, stabilizing myself on the long, wooden table in the middle of the room.

I pushed off the table and wandered around, my fingers trailing across the bookshelves that lined the walls. The small metal bowl used for spells rang out as I flicked it when I passed.

The door closed behind me and I spun around, nearly tripping over my skirts to see a frowning Pearl watching me. She sat down on the wooden bench. “I knew you’d be here. If only everyone practiced as hard as you do.”

“If only I had magic.” The bottles of oils and incantation ingredients rattled as my hand smoothed over them.

I stopped short and retreated the way I’d come to avoid the glass case on the far side of the room where the sacred Tome of Incantations was displayed. I purposefully avoided that enormous book. Unable to cast even the most basic spells, I was forbidden to touch it. If I moved too close, the temptation to sneak it out of its protective glass and read it would prove too great to resist. I didn’t want to break that law. Again. The first two times I hadn’t even known it was a law.

I finally picked up a worn copy of beginner spells, the ones they taught to the youngest Guardians, and reviewed the words while Pearl placed the candle in its usual spot. With perfect enunciation I spoke the spell aloud and waited for the flame to appear. The wick didn’t even glow. I repeated the phrases over and over, my words growing gravelly in my parched throat. By the time I looked up again, the shadows in the room had changed, and Pearl had buried herself in a book. Sweat beaded my upper lip and a headache burrowed in my skull, but the candle remained dark. I couldn’t do it. I slumped back and dropped my chin to my chest. Something inside of me, the part that believed in miracles, withered like a leaf on a vine.

I closed the book and knew I’d never open it again.

The only magic inside me was found in my blood. The only thing I could do was produce a female heir whose own descendant—generations from now—would be the next Emmía. Unlike Dawn, who’d wielded magic as powerful as the strongest Guardian, I was like the other Emmía’s—Sophia, Vanessa, Sara, Leah, and even Elizabeth—who were magically inept.

“Taking a break?” Pearl asked with a yawn, startling me back to the moment.

“No. I’ve given up.” I could taste the bitterness of stale, unrealized dreams on my tongue.

Pearl came over and put the candle away. “Don’t despair, Jade. Some Guardians have manifested later, haven’t they?”

It felt foolish to cling to hope anymore. The oldest recorded were fifteen. “I’m seventeen, an old maid in the world of magic.” Like a young girl passed over at a dance, magic snubbed me, not deeming me worthy of its attention. This neglect aged me in a way time couldn’t, crushing the last of my youthful yearnings for a hopeful future. If only I could be as optimistic as James.

“You were able to do that one spell with your blood a few weeks ago,” Pearl said.

“I’m only good for my blood.” The rigid scars on my palms seemed to mock me.

“Don’t talk that way. We love you.” Pearl gave me a quick hug. “Mama will lift your spirits when she and father get back.”

My mother had been called away to a remote village on the edge of the kingdom. An epidemic had broken out, and her healer magic had been needed to treat the fevers running wild there. Pearl usually assisted her, but because my father and brothers were away training with the military, my sister had volunteered to stay with me.

After a single knock on the door, James walked in. The sight of him and his ever-ready smile lightened my heart.

“I thought I might find you here,” he said with a knowing glint in his eye.

“I needed to try one more time.”

“Any luck?”

I shook my head and he patted my hand. “You’ll get it eventually.”

I didn’t bother to protest.

“I know you have many things to do before the wedding.” His voice cracked on the last word. “But . . . well, I was wondering if you’d like to come sailing with me.”

“Sailing? On the water? In a boat?” I asked in a rush. I’d never been on a ship before. It’d been considered too dangerous.

James broke out into a full smile. “Yes, boats and water are usually involved in sailing.”

“I would love . . . wait. Is it safe?”

He puffed out his chest. “I can protect you. I’ve trained with the Hounds, you know. Dorian said I was a skilled tracker. I know almost all their secrets.”

I smiled at his wink.

“I know I’d be safe with you. But what would your father and brother say if they knew you were risking the kingdom’s precious commodity?”

James’s smile collapsed. “I don’t plan on telling them.”

“Well . . .” I let myself imagine being with him for a second before my obligation to the kingdom pulled me back to reality. “I can’t leave. It isn’t allowed.”

He put his hand on my cheek and I tilted my face into it. Pearl cleared her throat and looked away from our intimate moment.

“It’s our last chance to be alone,” James said softly. “Before . . . please leave with me. Give me this one last thing?”

I glanced at my sister.

She opened her mouth then shrugged. “You don’t need my permission.” Her eyes narrowed. “But be careful. You are the king’s—I mean, kingdom’s precious commodity.” She rolled her eyes at the last word.

I kissed the top of her head. “Thank you.”

James’s smile seemed brighter than the sun as he helped me to my feet.

“Our first adventure, Jade,” James said. “Just like in the stories I read to you.”

James’s grin was infectious and I noticed even Pearl was smiling.

And for the first time in years, I felt myself give into James’s optimism. Today I wasn’t bound by destiny—for the first time ever, the day would be whatever I wanted it to be. An adventure with the man I loved.

Tomorrow I’d become resigned to my fate.




 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

The docks smelled of fish and ocean spray, and I paused for a moment to breathe in the cool, spring afternoon. The briny air coating my tongue tasted like freedom. The walk from the castle to the docks took longer than normal, my strength diminished since the blood-letting. Despite being on an adventure with James—the kind we’d always dreamed of—all I wanted was a chair and a moment to rest.

My eyes wandered around the bustling crowd, watching the various mongers call out their prices, competing with the other stalls. James lifted me over a pile of fish nets strewn across the dock.

Talk of the wedding carried to my ears and I let the hood of my cloak slide low to conceal my identity. Not that most people would recognize my face. I’d been kept separate from the general population for most of my life, but everyone knew that my violet eyes could only belong to the Emmía.

“The Emmía’s right lucky to be marrying ‘is ‘ighness,” a weathered old woman said, severing the head of a fish from its body. “He’s right ‘ansome, ‘ee is.”

“I once caught a glimpse o’ the Emmía,” the man next to her said, wiping his knife on the leg of his trousers. “I’d say ee’s the lucky un. I wouldn’t cut out me eyes at seeing that perty face first thing in the morning,”

James grinned at my flushing cheeks.

“It seems our male citizens are the smarter of the two sexes.” James grabbed my hand and pulled me down the dock to the boarding plank of his personal ship, the Iris.

At talk of the wedding, my impulsive decision to sail away wavered like a burning candle in a stiff breeze. But the wink James gave me urged me onto the Iris. For this one day, I’d pretend to forget. One day to myself, to indulge in this adventure. I deserved—no, I needed—one day to say goodbye to James . . . forever.

James escorted me below deck to a private room sparsely decorated with a table, chair, and bed, all nailed to the floor. As much as I wanted to watch as we left port, we didn’t want spies telling August or the king about our trip.

Someone knocked, and James opened the door to take a steaming cup from a crewmember to hand to me. “Here—your favorite.”

I took the cup and sat on the bed, sipping at the mint tea until my body felt warm and relaxed.

James sat next to me on the bed, sudden guilt washing over his features. “Oh Jade. You look exhausted. I knew they took too much blood. I shouldn’t have let you walk here—what was I thinking?” James caressed my face, the gesture tender, and my breath caught. We’d never been alone like this before. “Maybe we should go back . . .”

“No,” I said. His hand was still on my face and I refused to let go of this moment. “I’m okay. Just tired.”

“I can send for Pearl—”

“No. Please. I want this. I’ll just rest for a moment and it will be okay.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded and he pulled his hand away. I instantly regretted my movement, missing his touch.

James nodded, more to himself. “I’ll wake you when we’re out at sea. You won’t want to miss it.” His eyes lightened with enthusiasm. “A real proper adventure; you’ll see.”

I rested my head on the pillow. The velvet blanket felt smooth on my skin and I rubbed my face against it. I didn’t want to miss anything about my first time at sea, but my eyelids were already too heavy. Walking here had taken a lot out of me. I should have taken the carriage like James had suggested, but I wanted to relish the feeling of traveling without guards. The walk—well, I’d been asking too much of my body . . .

But I only had this one day.

I was on the verge of a dream when James kissed my forehead before leaving me alone.
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The entire room lurched. I tumbled off the bunk and landed on the wooden floor, jarring my shoulder as the air around me rippled with a silver burst of light and the bed and walls shook. With a wince I sat up, heart pounding, bracing myself, waiting for another wave to rock the ship, but none came. How strange. The sea had looked calm back at the dock, and there had been no storm clouds above us. Where had the flash of lightning come from?

I got to my feet, peeked out the round window, and saw nothing but the blue sea for miles. I jumped at a sudden flapping behind me. A bird swept in from the hallway, its wings beating a frantic rhythm around the room, my heart matching its wild pace. It lunged at the window, smacking against the window’s glass. As it circled the room again, I opened the window and the bird swept out, rising into the sky. I squinted after it until it flew out of my range of sight.

My skin prickled with the strangeness of it all. Where had it come from? I headed topside for a better look.

I stepped onto the deck, half expecting the strange light and ship’s shaking to be the topic of conversation, but no one seemed to have noticed. Every man labored at their tasks, tightening riggings, coiling rope, or scrubbing the deck.

I shielded my eyes from the sun and glanced around, looking for James. The moment I saw his face, my curiosity over the lightning faded away. It was probably only a remnant of a lingering dream.

James stood at the stern of the ship, staring out at the water. His chiseled features stole my breath as I remembered his earlier caress. With his broad shoulders and perfect posture he looked every inch the prince he was. Even the wind dancing through his wheat-colored hair added to his regal aura. The breeze carried his familiar scent, cloves and leather. Without thought, my body moved in his direction.

When he turned toward me, his smile warmed my heart, and a matching smile stretched across my face. James was perfection—inside and out.

Straight above us the sun beat down and calm seas stretched away into the horizon. The salty ocean smell filled my nose as the sea spray beat against the sides of the ship. I inhaled deeply and smiled as the feeling of freedom pushed my worries away.

What a perfect day this was going to be.

As I passed, the crew bowed their heads and murmured, “Emmía.” I hated the reverence in their voices when they pronounced my official title. To them, I was beyond a mere human. They saw me as the sacred vessel of the precious liquid that kept the Kingdom of Orea from starvation, not a seventeen-year-old girl. I understood their awe, but I felt undeserving. I hadn’t earned their respect—I’d been born into it. They forgot that I was mortal, a being of flesh and bone who just happened to carry the earth-nourishing blood in my veins. Really, outside of my family, only James understood I was still a person.

“Emmía.”

“Call me Jade, please,” I said trying to catch the eye of the young man who had spoken my title.

“Emmía,” he repeated. His eyes never rose to mine, his head still bowed.

I forced a smile at him as I passed.

James took a few steps to meet me. “Jade, I didn’t expect you up so soon.”

He took my arm and led me towards the side of the deck. As we passed, the sailors swabbing the deck ducked their heads and scrubbed harder. An officer who was shouting orders to a crewman high in the rigging stopped and threw his shoulders back, straightening his posture. James paused and tilted his head toward the man’s shoes, where a scuff mark streaked the toe. The officer paled and lifted his shoe, rubbing it on the back on his trousers before dropping it again. James nodded at the now gleaming shoe before moving on, and I tried to hide my smile at his need for cleanliness and order, even here on a ship.

The crew stayed a respectful distance away as we settled on the railing at the stern. James glanced over his shoulder and his brow furrowed.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

He started to say something and then stopped. When he spoke again I knew he’d changed what he meant to say. “No, I’m just thinking about your wedding tomorrow.” He took a deep breath. “If you get married, you’ll be his.”

A sour taste spread in my mouth. “I’ll never be his. I love you.”

The bold words were out before I could think, and my hand immediately clutched my medallion. Tomorrow that same sentence would be a betrayal of vows and my necklace would surely have fallen off, but today it seemed I still had the freedom to express the yearnings of my heart.

“I love you too.” The right side of James’s mouth lifted and he took possession of my hand. Our gazes locked, pink tinged his cheeks, and my stomach tingled like a thousand soap bubbles popped inside it. Those words had never actually been spoken between us before, though they’d been implied in every action, every stolen moment.

His smile fell suddenly. “I love you, too,” he repeated. This time, the words sounded more like a sigh as he stared off into the sea. “My father planned for me to marry soon—some girl I’ve never met. He never cared that my heart belonged to you.”

“I wish . . . so many things.” I brushed my hand against his shoulder. “I wish you were born first. You’d be a wonderful king. The people would love your warmth, your mercy.”

He shook his head. “I’ve never had the desire to rule. August will be a fine king.”

I bit my lip to keep from responding. In some ways, I knew his brother better than he did.

James laughed suddenly, shaking his head. “Doesn’t matter now, does it? We’re here. On an adventure.”

“Our perfect day,” I said.

James leaned in close, his mouth grazing my ear, his breath warming the side of my cheek. “I know it’s wrong for me to love you, but I can’t help myself.”

I turned my head to see his brilliant smile, our lips only inches apart. So close I could almost taste him. I leaned toward him.

And then his warmth was gone. He jerked back and released my hand. Rejection slapped me across the face and I swiveled forward, studying the ocean.

I knew why he didn’t kiss me. Though our words were safe enough today, our actions—a single kiss—might condemn us, making our medallions fall off. And if we returned to port without our medallions, we’d both be scheduled for execution. Even our titles couldn’t save us from the consequences of breaking one of the Edicts.

I focused on the ocean, the way the turquoise waters lapped around the boat, the cries of the birds in the sky, and the feel of the wind on my face. We were the only vessel for miles, alone in the stretch of sea.

I pushed back a windblown tendril of hair from my face. “Earlier, did you see a flash of silver and feel the ship rock?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

His eyes met mine briefly before skittering away. “A large wave hit us, but I didn’t see any flash.”

I was about to tell him about the bird that had somehow managed to get into my room, but James looked back over his shoulder.

“Are you all right, James?”

“Yes, of course,” he said too quickly for me to believe.

I took a deep breath and asked a question that had been bothering me for a few days. “You haven’t seemed yourself for almost a week. I was afraid you were angry with me.”

His eyes slid closed. “I was never angry with you Jade. Not at all. Please don’t think that.”

“You were avoiding me.”

“I was,” he admitted.

“Why?”

“It all became too real, the upcoming wedding and . . . everything.”

“That makes sense.” I swallowed. “I was afraid you were tired of my company.”

James’s gaze found mine. “No, no. It isn’t that at all, Jade. You’re the only thing keeping me sane.” He looked quickly over his shoulder before scooting closer to me. “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. I didn’t mean to—I was wrong to have abandoned you like that. I thought—I thought giving us distance would make the wedding less painful. For both of us. But then today—Oh Jade, I just discovered something . . . unsettling, and I’ve been trying to decide how best to tell you.”

“What is it?” I asked.

James smiled, reaching out and cradling my cheek in his palm, his thumb stroking my face. I leaned into his soft touch and let his warmth seep into me. “I remember the first time I saw you. You were just a baby and you looked up at me with those beautiful eyes.”

I grinned. “And you’ve watched over me ever since.”

James smile fell away. “I’ve tried. I’m still trying.”

“And you’ve done a wonderful job.” I remembered how he used to sit with me after the blood-letting ceremonies, back when I was too weak to run and play. He used to bring me presents, and tell me wonderful stories from all the places I wanted to see. “You’ve loved me for me, not for what my blood can do. I wish the same could be said for your brother.”

“Me too.” He toyed with a loose thread on the sleeve of my dress before ripping it away. “He isn’t a bad person, but he’s not right for you. He’s too stern, unbendable. My father thinks if I married you, I’d be dancing to your tune.”

“I’d make it a merry dance,” I teased.

We shared an amused smile, and a comfortable silence fell between us. I leaned back on my hands and stared out at the sea, my eyes tracking a small island we were approaching.

The island grew more visible, but I barely noticed the pebbled beach and large stone cliffs because James twined a piece of my hair around his hand, the backs of his fingers skimming my neck.

I cleared my throat. “I feel like we’re in one of those adventures from your stories, searching for the Isle of Grey.”

James studied the water. “Oh yes, but unlike those unfortunate souls, we’ll find the island and with it the cure for the cursed soil.”

My heart beat faster. “And then they’d no longer need my blood and we could marry.”

If only any of the ships that had searched for the island had been successful. Many had left but none returned, until finally the kingdom gave up hope of ever finding the birthplace of Princess Dawn.

As we came around the island, a sudden wind blew across the ship, bringing a thick layer of fog that settled around us, blocking out the sun.

“Odd weather,” James said, looking again over his shoulder. “Raise the sails until the fog passes! Light the lantern. We don’t want to run into any rocks around this area.”

“Too bad it’s dangerous,” I said. “The mist is beautiful, almost magical.”

“Magical?” James jumped to his feet, pulling out a spyglass but instead of looking in front of the ship, he checked the area behind. He lowered it and nodded, murmuring something to himself. His grip on the spyglass tightened and his knuckles turned white.

And suddenly I understood. “James, are you afraid someone is following us?”

He turned toward me and shoved the glass into his jacket. “There’s something I must tell you. After the blood-letting, when I left, I went to find August and I overheard his conversation with my father.”

The seriousness of his tone made me swallow hard. He stayed quiet for a few moments, his face darkening in a way I never thought possible, and I watched while he picked at a small piece of dust on his shoulder, not looking at me. He looked positively sick and I braced myself for whatever he was about to say.

At last he took a deep breath and started again.

“They were talking about the stock piled blood and how—”

“James!” an authoritative voice called.

James and I both turned to the sound of the voice and James gasped as August strode toward us, his face contorted in rage.

“What do you think you’re doing?” August asked. His thin mouth frowning, his eyebrows drawn together. He glared cold eyes at my hand in James’s. “Trying to steal my fiancé, little brother?”

“Of course not.” James paled. “What are you doing here?”

August’s lips curled into a sneer. “Did you really think we wouldn’t notice your sudden plans for a last minute sea voyage? You’ve always cared far too much about this girl, but we never once thought you would break an Edict for her.” August shoved his brother’s shoulder hard. “You put the whole kingdom at risk by bringing her outside the barrier!”

Outside of the barrier? What was James thinking, taking us beyond the magical wall that surrounded and protected Orea?

“James, why would you do that?” I asked, remembering the silver flash James had dismissed.

Both brothers ignored me, glowering at each other instead.

“And how is your being here any less of a risk?” James asked throwing back his shoulders and standing tall. “What—did you just sneak onboard at the smallest notion of what I might have in mind?”

“I was right.”

“You’re the Crown Prince, August. You shouldn’t be anywhere without your guards.”

“Don’t try to deflect this, James. I’m here to save your skin. You’re just lucky your medallion hasn’t fallen off yet, or my hands would be tied. As it is, Father’s going to be enraged. And for what? For her?”

The look August gave me made me cower against James.

He wrapped his arm protectively around me, taking a slight step between August and me. “Yes, for her!”

August scoffed, looking incredulous. “You’re too soft.”

With those three words, James lowered his head in defeat, and I realized our adventure was over. And as much as I wanted to blame August, James was the one who had been foolish enough to take me beyond the safety of the barrier. But why? As loyal as I was to the kingdom, that was nothing compared to the way James had tied his very honor to the Edicts and the throne. So what changed?

A shout filled the air and we all spun toward it. A glimpse of color fluttered in the fog. A large ship burst through the mist heading straight for us, like a demon ready to swallow us whole. My eyes instantly recognized a ship’s ensign, but it took longer for me to understand that the gray flag with the green circle and broken golden manacles didn’t belong to an Orean vessel. This ship was an enemy advancing on us with an unnatural speed and a shiver coursed through my body. We were going to be attacked.

I braced for impact, thinking it might ram the Iris, but somehow it managed to turn hard and come along side us.

“What have I done?” James whispered, almost to himself.

Then August muttered something that only confirmed what I already knew. One word—a single word that changed my world.

“Pirates.”
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