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For the ghosts in my house. I love you all, but please keep the noise down at night.
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The Oculus

Paranormal Education and Investigation in the City of Portland


Mission Statement

The things that go bump in the night are real. They exist whether you want to believe in them or not. Chances are, you will encounter at least some form of paranormal activity in your lifetime. That uneasy feeling you get when you’re alone in the dark, that dark figure you see out of the corner of your eye, those footsteps you hear when no one is there—they are all signs of something largely misunderstood, a world beyond the one we see every day. What we know for certain is that people fear what they do not understand.

The Oculus aims to provide information, research, and insight into the phenomena of paranormal occurrences and to share that information in the name of understanding and maybe, one day... acceptance. From hauntings and poltergeist activity to the history of the spiritualist movement in the city of Portland to investigative services, you can find it all right here on The Oculus. We hope to bring a better understanding to the way paranormal activity intersects with our everyday lives.

Please use the contact form to get in touch about investigative services!

Happy hauntings!
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Chapter 1

Watching two psychics argue in the lobby of the Central Library in downtown Portland on a Wednesday afternoon isn’t the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen in this city, but it’s definitely in the top five. Neither of them speaks a single word aloud, but their body language tells the story of their conversation. Agnes throws her head back and laughs that laugh she does when she thinks someone is full of crap, and the head librarian, Mrs. Chambers, shoots her angry glances and presses her lips together so hard it looks like she doesn’t even have a mouth. Ossie and I sit together on a bench by the entryway. He leans over to me and cups his hands around my ear.

“People are looking at them,” he says. “Should we tell them to stop?”

The library is pretty much empty, but the few patrons at the self-checkout stations are staring. I clear my throat loudly, and both Agnes and Mrs. Chambers whip their heads around to stare at me.

“Sorry,” I say. “It’s just—you two are attracting an audience.”

Mrs. Chambers adjusts her neon-pink tie and clasps her hands together in front of her. “I’m willing to help,” she says, this time out loud. “But you’re going to have to do this my way.”

“We’ll keep you anonymous,” Agnes says. “We need an interview about what you can do.”

Mrs. Chambers looks around nervously. “I don’t know why you all want to be so open about this. Not everybody is so comfortable with their—gifts.”

“I don’t think anybody really cares,” Agnes grumbles. “And that’s kind of my point. There’s a dude outside right now who tells everybody he can bend spoons with his mind and nobody believes him.”

The guy is out there almost every time we come to the library. He shouts at anybody who gets within a few feet of him that he’ll show them something magical for the fee of one crisp dollar bill. That sounds wild as hell, so nobody takes him up on it. The thing is, he can bend spoons with his thoughts. He has telekinetic abilities, but nobody believes him, so nobody cares. I don’t know the stats on the number of people in Portland who have some kind of strange ability, but I’ve always thought that there are more of us than we realize. Most of us stay quiet because we don’t want to be looked at like we’ve lost our entire minds.

“I don’t care what other people do,” Mrs. Chambers says softly. “I don’t want to talk about this like it’s not a big deal, like people won’t look at me differently if they know what I can do.”

“I get that,” says Agnes. “I really do. But listen, Mrs. Chambers, we’re trying to help people. We’re just trying to let them know they’re not alone. You did that for me when I was younger.”

Mrs. Chambers’s entire demeanor softens. She’s been a librarian at the Central Library since before any of us were born. When she and Agnes first met, I think they both recognized a little piece of themselves in each other. They shared an understanding. We all do.

“I’ll participate,” Mrs. Chambers says.

Agnes claps her hands together and everyone looks over at them again.

Mrs. Chambers winces and then sighs. “I’ll participate, but only if you agree to keep my name private and if you agree to help me press up buttons for the children’s read-a-thon next month.”

Agnes’s face scrunches up. “Sounds... boring.”

Mrs. Chambers narrows her gaze at Agnes. “Take it or leave it.”

“Fine,” Agnes says. “Deal.”

Mrs. Chambers looks around, and the two of them fall back into silent communication. Five minutes later, Agnes is beaming, while Mrs. Chambers is shaking her head.

“Now that that’s settled...” Mrs. Chambers glances over and catches Ossie’s eye. “Are you signing up for the read-a-thon?”

“I thought the children’s read-a-thon was for kids under twelve?” Ossie says.

“You’re twelve,” Mrs. Chambers says.

Ossie gasps and dramatically puts his hand over his heart. “I’m thirteen.”

Mrs. Chambers grins. “I beg your finest pardon. I didn’t know you were a teenager now.”

Ossie looks at me like he’s absolutely disgusted.

“It’s your baby-face,” I say to him. “You look younger than you are.”

Ossie crosses his arms hard over his chest and huffs.

“I’ll email you,” Agnes says to Mrs. Chambers as she joins me and Ossie on the bench.

“Email who?” Redd comes sauntering up, brushing little flakes of his half-eaten croissant off his T-shirt.

“Mrs. Chambers is gonna let us interview her,” I say. “Took a little coaxing from Agnes but I think it’s in the bag.”

“Nice!” Redd offers his croissant and I finish it off in two bites. He presses his lips together. “I wanted you to take a bite, not eat the whole thing.”

“Gotta be more specific next time,” I say.

“Redd,” Ossie says. “How old do I look to you?”

Redd glances at me, then back to Ossie. “I don’t know. Maybe eleven—?”

Ossie stands up and his brow creases so hard his forehead looks like it might fold up on itself. Ever since Ossie turned thirteen, he’s been telling everybody within a ten-mile radius that he’s no longer a child. “Eleven?” he asks. “Really, Redd?”

“Seventeen?” Redd says quickly. “Like me? I don’t know, Oz.” Redd looks desperately to me for some kind of guidance, and I just shake my head.

“Seventeen, huh?” Ossie looks way too pleased with himself. “I can live with that.”

Redd laughs and drapes his arm over my shoulders. “I’m excited about our first real-deal interview. This’ll be good for us.”

Redd, Ossie, Agnes, and I had worked all through the summer to give the website we call The Oculus the distinction we think it deserves. There are a million sites about paranormal phenomena, but most of them are written by people who think lighting candles and using a Ouija board qualifies them to be paranormal investigators. We’ve spent our entire lives navigating the paranormal not because we have a passing interest in it or are trying to make a quick buck, but because each of us was born with a unique, and sometimes deadly, gift. While we’re not related by blood, something much stronger than that binds us.
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The city bus is always a hotbox of smells, but today as we make our way home from the library in a torrential downpour, I’m actually offended by how much it reeks. The driver doesn’t let us put the windows down, and at every stop, the doors open and a fine mist blows in, coating everything in a sticky dampness. It’s a petri dish for funk. A few of the lines aren’t running because of construction, and apparently, this bus is the one everyone wants to be on today. I shut my eyes and try to ignore the low hum that fills my ears.

Agnes taps me on the shoulder and points to my braids. “Tell me again, who did them?”

Agnes knows good and well Auntie Tonya did my hair, but she’s not going to pass up an opportunity to give me a hard time about it.

“You already know the answer to that question,” I say.

I can feel the disappointment emanating from Agnes. “I thought we weren’t going to her anymore.”

Tonya’s our go-to when we can’t get in with our regular braider. She and my mom have been friends since they were kids. Tonya is heavy-handed and likes to cook and watch her stories while she does hair. What should take one solid day of braiding takes Auntie Tonya a few separate days, which means looking crazy for a while until it’s all done. When we were about twelve, she snatched Agnes’s scalp so tight she could barely close her eyes. We made a pact that once we were old enough to decide who was going to do our hair, we’d never set foot in Tonya’s house again.

It’s been a while since I last saw her, and I’d thought maybe time would have given Tonya a lighter touch and better time management skills. But the way my scalp is throbbing, and the fact that it’s taken three days’ worth of trips to her house to get all the braids done, tells me I was wrong. Very, very wrong.

“I’m broke,” I say. “And she said she’d do it for free if I bought her lunch and fixed her son’s computer.”

Agnes shrugs. “I mean, who needs edges, right?”

“Shut up,” I tease. “I don’t appreciate you going to get your hair done and not inviting me to go with.”

Agnes reaches up and touches her freshly dyed dark purple hair. “This is the third time I’ve colored it in, like, six months. I honestly thought it was gonna fall out, and I didn’t want you to see what I look like bald.” She pushes aside her hair, revealing her lighter purple undercut, and beams. “I feel like this is the haircut you get when you want everybody to know you’re super gay and you don’t care who knows it.”

“I mean, you are super gay.” I shrug. “So it works, right?”

Agnes grins. “Super gay sounds a lot like Superman. I’m basically a superhero.”

“All you need is a spandex outfit,” Ossie chimes in.

“I can’t fit all this in a spandex super-suit,” Agnes says, sliding her hand playfully over her hip. “Thick thighs save lives. That’s my motto.”

Ossie scrunches up his nose. “Can we stop talking about thighs? I’m just a baby.”

“Oh, I thought you were grown?” Agnes says.

“Not that grown,” says Ossie.

Redd leans close to me. “You two have been getting your hair done together since you were little?” he asks. “That’s cute.”

His expression is curious and if I’m being honest, a little sad. He doesn’t like to admit it but he feels like an outsider even among other outsiders like us. He hasn’t been with us very long, and when little things, like me and Agnes dealing with Auntie Tonya most of our lives, come up, he’s reminded that he might be out of place here, too. I try to take every opportunity I can to let him know he belongs. That’s all any of us have ever really wanted.

The bus stops and two more people get on. Everything feels closer now. And the colors—the colors are so bright. My heart ticks up.

A little girl with a bright pink streak in her hair and a unicorn horn strapped to her head teeters on the edge of her seat a few rows ahead of me. At her chest is a ball of luminous energy. Every person on the bus has one, but hers is the only one that’s a deep shade of evergreen. Only very young kids have that color. It’s the color of pure, unfiltered joy, before the world whispers the things that will turn those colors to the sallow yellows of fear, the fiery red hues of anger, the icy blues of sadness and self-doubt.

I’ve always been able to see people’s colors. My earliest memories are of my mom partially blotted out by the big green bloom at her chest. Other memories, other colors, are more complicated.

I remember the exact moment I learned that my gift wasn’t limited to what I could see, but that I also had the ability to control it. Carrie Anne Flescher, my first grade bully, hated everything about me. My hair was too puffy when it was loose, but then when it was braided, she’d make fun of the little plastic beads my mom put on the ends. One day, while she was ki-ki-ing herself into a fit over my clean but clearly hand-me-down outfit, I willed her colors to a dull gray out of pure exhaustion. I stared at the ball of green at her chest while she laughed and I wished she would just...stop. Her colors faded to a dull gray and she dropped to the floor like a rock. My teacher had to call an ambulance. Carrie Anne recovered, but I’ve been in online school ever since.

A group of college-age students sit toward the front of the bus. They laugh and joke and a big burst of green lights up everything around them. I shut my eyes tight and take a deep breath. Redd nudges my shoulder with his, and I turn to look at him. He has his shirt pulled up over his nose.

“Smells like something died in here,” he says.

“Probably a person,” says Ossie.

The bus stops and a tall man wearing camo pants and a shirt that looks like someone made it out of an American flag gets on. A fiery red ball—anger—smolders at his chest. It never ceases to amaze me how many people walk around just furious at the world, waiting for the opportunity to take it out on someone else.

“What’s his problem?” Redd asks, following my gaze. “He looks like he racked up at the Army surplus store.”

I push the air out between my teeth. “There are too many people in here,” I say as my pulse creeps up.

Redd’s easygoing nature is blunted by a look of concern. “I haven’t seen it this packed in a while,” he says. “It’s the weather, the construction, maybe both.”

We all know why that’s a problem, but none of us wants to say it out loud.

I glance back at Agnes to check her colors, and she is, as is almost always the case, calm and thoughtful. Almost in a meditative state, which manifests as a tightly coiled mass of solid black right in the center of her chest.

The man in the flag shirt leans down over a woman with a little kid on her lap. “Get up and let me sit.”

The woman looks up at him and blinks repeatedly. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” the man grumbles.

The woman looks around as other people on the bus pretend they don’t see what’s happening. She pulls her child closer to her. “I’m not moving.”

The red ball at his chest shifts, intensifies until it’s almost glowing. The anger pulses out of him in a wave of concentrated energy, and it hits me like a fist. I suck in a chest full of air, letting it slide between my lips. I dig my fingers into Redd’s arm as I turn away from the man.

“Don’t let it in, Moll,” Redd says under his breath. He reaches up and rings the bell to signal we want to get off.

“Next two stops are closed due to construction,” the driver calls out.

“Great,” I say as the angry man gets more and more agitated.

Most of the time people’s emotions don’t directly affect me. But if I don’t keep my guard up, those emotions seep into me and make me want to turn a person’s colors gray as a stormy sky. My mom says it’s a defense mechanism, that I’m just trying to protect myself, but that I have to learn to control it. That’s easier said than done.

I see the red. I hear the man’s angry tone as he continues to insist that the woman and her baby get up so he can sit down. My skin pricks up and I imagine the man’s energy turning as gray and heavy as a stone.

He straightens up, grabs at his collar like his shirt is too tight. I stare at the ball of red on his chest and—I can’t help it. It begins to gray around the edges. My power pools inside me like a tightly coiled spring. I let it expand a little more, reaching out. His red flickers. I know that I could hurt him if I push—and I do. I let the coil unfurl just a little. The man’s eyes glass over. He stumbles and falls hard on his back. People step away from him, confused, but I only stare at the watery red-and-gray orb at his chest. Another push and he’d never get up, but an uncomfortable pressure in my chest stops me.

“Moll,” Redd says, desperation in his tone. “Moll, please.”

His voice snaps me out of my own head. I breathe in, count to ten, and then picture the man’s colors turning green. A tingling feeling creeps up my back and settles in the nape of my neck. I concentrate as hard as I can, blocking out all the other sounds, all the other colors, and slowly, the reds and grays turn to green. The man sits bolt upright and then shakily rises to his feet. The woman with the baby watches him, bewilderment rippling across her face.

“It’s so goddamned lovely out, isn’t it?” he asks, looking out at the pouring rain. “So lovely.”

Redd exhales, then leans in close to me. “That man just said lovely—twice. He’s good now, right?”

I nod. The bus comes to a stop as Redd pulls me toward the door. Agnes and Ossie pile out beside us, and we all watch as the bus drives off.

Redd eyes me carefully. “That was too close.”

I grip my hands together to keep them still. I’m trembling all over. I need to get ahold of myself. The guy on the bus was an angry, rude asshole and I almost killed him. I hate myself for letting it get away from me like that.

“Let’s take the car next time,” Redd says.

“You want us to die?” Ossie asks.

I scowl at him. “My driving isn’t that bad.”

“Yes it is,” says Ossie. “And you know it.”

“Are you okay?” Agnes asks. She knows better than any of us how important it is to keep a lid on our abilities, especially in public.

I’m disappointed in myself. I shouldn’t have let my imagination go that far. “I’m good,” I lie. “Let’s just go home.”

The rain has let up and slugs are creeping their way across the pavement, leaving behind translucent trails of slime. The torrent of rain makes even healthy green leaves fall to the ground, and the little slimy creatures take refuge in the crooks of their overturned blades.

We trudge down our street and up the front steps of our house. The porch always sags a little more than usual when the rain is heavy. The boards groan under my feet as I ease onto them. I hope today isn’t the day the whole thing collapses. Once we’re all safely inside, we kick off our shoes and Redd and Ossie go upstairs, while Agnes plops down on the couch.

Music blares—Billie Holiday singing about summertime and how someone’s gonna take to the sky. I hang my coat on the hook in the front hallway and go into the kitchen, where my mom is trying to stop a pot of water from boiling over. She blows across the top, pushing the mound of bubbles over the edge and onto the eye of the stove, where it sizzles and pops.

“Burning water again?” I ask.

She glances at me and pushes the pot off the burner. “You ever consider taking up clownery full-time?” There’s the slightest edge of annoyance in her voice. Mom’s sense of humor is the kind that makes people uncomfortable. They can’t always tell if she’s joking or not. I can, though. I see the telltale flicker of green right in the center of her chest—happiness. Her gaze sweeps over me, and she tilts her head to the side. “I feel like I haven’t seen you. Y’all been out all day.”

“We went to the library,” I say. I don’t tell her why. “What are you making?” Some lettuce and tomatoes sit soggy in a glass bowl on the counter.

“Pasta, salad, and—” She stops short and rolls her eyes. “And bread!”

She brushes past me and pulls open the oven. A thick plume of black smoke billows out and I back up, cupping my hand over my mouth and nose. She fumbles with a pair of bright orange oven mitts as she pulls out what looks like a large charcoal briquette and dumps it into the sink. I quickly flip up the faucet handle, and a cloud of gray steam rises, mingling with the smoke from the oven.

“That was bread?” I ask, examining what’s left.

“Yeah.” The dark hollows under her eyes and the hazy outline of her colors mean she hasn’t been sleeping well.

She rests her hand on the counter and smiles warmly at me. I step close to her, laying my head on her bare shoulder. The scent of the lemon ginger soap and coconut lotion she makes by hand wraps me up like a warm blanket.

“Pizza, then?” she asks. She pulls up her tangle of goddess locs adorned with little silver cuffs, and the shoulder strap of her shirt slips down. A tattoo removal gone wrong has left her with a shiny, darkened scar below her collarbone. She quickly readjusts her shirt.

“Pizza sounds good,” I say. There’s no way any of her meal can be salvaged anyway.

“Make sure you get something vegan for Agnes,” Mom says. “She’ll have a fit if anything meaty touches what she’s eating.”

An hour later our pizza is delivered, and we sprawl out on the living room floor watching some show about ancient aliens.

“These guys don’t give human beings enough credit,” Mom says.

“Come on, Hannigan,” Agnes says. “Those hieroglyphs show a dude wearing a watch. How’d they even know about watches?”

Mom rolls her eyes. “It looks like a bracelet to me.”

My phone buzzes, and my heart sputters when I see it’s an email via the contact form on our website. I slip the phone back into my pocket and try to hold it together as a surge of excitement rushes through me.

“Everything okay?” Mom asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s just some spam email tryna tell me I won a million dollars, but I gotta give them my bank account information so they can send it to me.”

“That is a scam, Moll,” she says, her tone serious.

“Oh, but I already gave them my bank info and my social security number and everything,” I tease.

My mom laughs. “Yeah, okay. They’re gonna be sorely disappointed when they find out you have twenty-seven dollars to your name.”

Ossie bursts out laughing and even Redd is chuckling to himself.

“Y’all just calling me broke and laughing about it?” I ask.

“How much money do you have?” Agnes asks, narrowing her gaze at Ossie.

He quiets himself. “I mean, none.”

“That’s what I thought,” Agnes says. She winks at me and I grin obnoxiously at Ossie.

“Enough of the aliens and Moll being a brokey,” Mom says.

“Hey,” I say. “Not too much on me.”

Mom slips out from under her blanket and gives me a kiss on the top of my head. “I’m going to go lie down,” she says.

“Where’s my kiss, Hannigan?” Ossie asks.

“Have you brushed your teeth at all today?” Agnes asks.

Ossie grins. “That’s my business.”

Mom’s smile is tired but warm as she retreats to her room. She’s been spending more and more time there lately. As soon as she closes her bedroom door, I jump up and dive into the couch next to Redd.

“Damn!” Redd yelps.

“Shhh!” I hush him. I motion for Agnes and Ossie to join us, and they gather around. “I got an email through the site. The subject line says, I could really use some help.”

Everyone’s colors fluoresce bright green. I try to steady my hand as I open the email and read it in a whisper.

“Hello! My name is Professor Louis Price. I teach acting in the Theater Department at Portland State University, and I’m dealing with a unique issue. Your site says you offer investigative services, so I’m hoping you can help me. Please contact me if it would be possible to meet.”

He leaves his phone number at the bottom of the email.

“This is it,” Agnes says excitedly. “Our chance to do a real paranormal investigation.”

I don’t want to waste any time. “I’ll email him so we can set up a meeting.”

“Wait a minute,” says Redd. “Are we even ready for this? Do we have everything we need?”

“I mean, no, but we have enough,” I say. “It’s the perfect time to work out all the kinks, so when we start doing bigger investigations, we’ll be prepared.”

Redd looks doubtful. “Are we going to document it for The Oculus?”

“I’d like to,” I say. “We’ll have to ask this Professor Price guy if that’s okay.”

“Writing articles on our website is one thing,” says Agnes. “It’s something else to post videos. What if we catch something on film and it goes viral? Then Hannigan will find out for sure.”

We sit in silence for a moment. I don’t think enough people visit our website to make anything we post go viral, but even still—that’s not how I want my mom to find out what we’re doing.

Researching the paranormal reminds me that I’m not alone. That none of us are. Me and Agnes, Redd, and Ossie, we all feel like we’re on the outside looking in, but it’s only because people don’t understand. They don’t believe. But if we can make them see, maybe one day we won’t have to harbor our abilities like some terrible secret. That’s where The Oculus comes in. It can be a source for serious paranormal investigation and information, but at every turn my mom is there to send us in the opposite direction, so we can’t let her in on it. Not yet.





Portland’s Most Haunted Places

May 2026

Portland is home to all things strange, wonderful, and unique. It’s also home to some of the most haunted places on the entire West Coast.


Lone Fir Cemetery—Established in 1855, this 30-acre cemetery is the final resting place for over 25,000 souls. Lone Fir is the burial site of Ben Macomb, noted spiritualist and founder of the Portland Society for Spiritual Wellbeing.

The Tinseltown Theater—Opened in 1920, the Tinseltown Theater has been the site of numerous murders and fatal accidents. Patrons recount hearing disembodied voices and footsteps, and even seeing shadowy figures lurking in the halls.

Pittock Mansion—Construction on this historic home started in 1909 and finished in 1914. Of the 80,000 people that visit the mansion every year, hundreds of visitors report seeing ghostly apparitions of members of the Pittock family. Henry Pittock is thought to be the ghost behind several strange occurrences, such as a painting of his wife, Georgiana Burton Pittock, that moves locations on its own, the locking and unlocking of doors, and rearranging furniture on the main floor.

The Crystal Ballroom—Built in 1914 and originally called Cotillion Hall, the Crystal Ballroom is home to no fewer than twenty separate and distinct entities. In the summer of 1975, an employee and several students from a local dance troupe heard music in the ballroom and went to investigate. They were met by a man who pulled one of the young dancers into a waltz. When the music stopped, the man vanished, leaving the group shaken and scared out of their minds. The next day, when they reported the incident, giving a description of the man to the owner, he took the troupe to a portrait hanging in the upper hall. The troupe positively identified the portrait’s subject as the man they had encountered. The man was Montrose Ringler, the original owner of the ballroom ... who had been dead for fourteen years.
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Chapter 2

I email Professor Price, and he writes back to tell us we can meet him at the riverwalk Friday night at six to discuss his case. When the day rolls around, I’m a ball of nerves. I tell my mom we’re going to see some live music in Pioneer Courthouse Square. Keeping my mom in the dark isn’t something I’m proud of, but she’s drawn a hard line when it comes to our interest in the paranormal, and that’s a line I cross more often than I’d like to admit.

She lets me take the car but first subjects me to a twenty-minute lecture about driving safely. If listening to her speech means I don’t have to get on the bus with dozens of people, their emotions all shining like colorful suns, I’m good with that.

Mom’s Chevrolet Chevelle, midnight black, with two white stripes down the front, is the one thing besides the house that has any real value. It’s in mint condition, and I cringe at the thought of listening to the gears grind as I struggle with the five-speed manual transmission. When I was learning to drive, I had to stop on a hill and couldn’t balance the clutch and gas enough to keep from rolling backward. Almost gave my mom a heart attack.

“Why can’t we get a Prius or something?” asks Ossie.

“Nah,” says Agnes, rounding the car and opening the passenger side door. “Our neighbor has that electric station wagon thing and it sounds like a unicorn fart when he turns it on.”

Agnes flips the passenger seat forward and Ossie scrambles into the back.

“Hannigan will never let this thing go,” Redd says as he slips between my seat and the doorframe. “Better take good care of it.”

I turn the key, and the engine sounds like some angry beast waking up from a nightmare. I throw it in reverse, then immediately slam on the brakes, sending Agnes straight into the dash.

“The hell?” She rubs her shoulder, the black orb on her chest flickering slightly before settling back into its inky black state of calm. I exhale slowly. She’s got a handle on it.

I point to the rearview mirror. Mom is standing in the glow of the taillights. She moves to the driver’s side window and I roll it down.

“Everybody got on seat belts?” she asks.

“I’m actually against seat belts,” Ossie says. “I like to slide around in the seat.”

Mom shoots him her keep-playing-with-me-if-you-want-to look. “You wanna slide up to your room with no electronics for a week?”

Ossie points to his already fastened belt. “Kidding.”

“Everybody feeling—together?” She glances in at us, one by one. She isn’t psychic like Agnes. She doesn’t have the ability to see feelings like I do, but she has that power that a lot of parents have—she can just sense when something is off. “Remember everything we’ve worked on. Keep yourselves in check.”

“We will. I promise,” I say, knowing it’s not a promise I can keep. Not fully, anyway.

She flashes me a tight smile and goes back inside.

“Don’t crash, Moll,” says Ossie. “Hannigan will lose it if you dent her baby.”

Redd muffles a laugh. I already know I’m in for a bunch of unnecessary jokes about my driving, and I’m not in the mood today.

“I’m not going to crash. Just shut up so I can concentrate.” I glance in the rearview mirror and see nothing but a glowing green haze. “Do you mind taking it down a notch?”

“Oh, right,” Redd says. “Sorry.”

Redd sits back, closing his eyes and reining himself in. Ossie tries his best to be quiet but can’t keep from giggling, even with his hand pressed over his mouth. It’s enough to mute their colors and at least allow me to see out the rear window. I back out of the drive and turn onto our street. The stop sign comes into view, and my heart speeds up a little.

“Dun, dun, dun,” Ossie says.

“Shut up!” I swipe at his leg. He dodges me, laughing himself into a fit.

I bring the car to a full stop and then lurch through the sign, almost stalling before I get it under control again.

“See, Moll. Not bad at all,” Agnes says. She knows how to put me right at ease. At eighteen, two years older than me, she’s more levelheaded than I will ever be, but she has a very good reason to be.

“Not bad?” Ossie asks. “Really?”

“Ossie, you drive a bike,” Agnes says. “Hush.”

Ossie’s playful little smirk disappears, and he flops back, little ribbons of red encircling the ball of energy at his chest.

On Friday nights the streets are usually a little too crowded for me. Heavy traffic always brings out the absolute worst in people. Nestled among the green bursts of color, from people on their happy way to the movies or dinner, are pockets of red. Not Crayola red, and not regular rose red either. The red that accompanies traffic-induced anger is the color of blood—so deep it’s almost black. And sure enough, when I pass by these little pockets of rage, there’s someone screaming, shooting somebody the bird, or on the edge of getting out and fighting the person in front of them for cutting them off or driving too slow.

Portland is the city of roses, of bridges—the place where I can buy a vegan PB&J donut and watch two guys dressed in full Stormtrooper cosplay get married on a Tuesday night. It’s the home of all things quirky and strange and wonderful. It also happens to be a place where people’s emotions run unchecked and unfiltered. This city has an effect on me that will not be ignored.

I squeeze into a parking spot two blocks from South Waterfront Park. In Driver’s Ed, they say it should only take three movements to parallel park—forward, back, forward—but it takes me at least twelve, and by the end of it I’m way more than a foot away from the curb. Ossie puckers his lips like he’s about to say something.

“Don’t,” I say. “Not now, Ossie.”

“Fine,” he says, pouting.

“What’s the plan?” Agnes asks.

“We have to be careful.” I shoot Ossie a pointed glance. “This is just a meeting to try and feel things out. We don’t say anything to my mom until we know two things for sure—what he’s asking us to do, and if we’re gonna do it.”

Redd nods. “If he wants us to do a full-on investigation, we’re going to have to tell Hannigan.”

“I don’t even know what that conversation’s going to sound like,” says Agnes. “She’s never going to be cool with us doing this kind of stuff.”

“We’ll figure that part out later,” I say. “Let’s start by talking to Professor Price.”

When we get to the meeting spot, I see an older man wearing a faded T-shirt with the word “Wicked” across the front in big green letters. He stands near the rail, gazing across the Willamette River as it slaps up against the retaining wall.

“Miss Cabot?” he asks, looking a little confused as we approach.

“Call me Moll,” I say. “This is Agnes, Redd, and Ossie.”

“It’s good to meet you.” He pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “You’re not what I was expecting.”

“We’re not?” Redd asks.

Professor Price runs his hand through his neatly styled salt-and-pepper hair. “I’m not sure. You all look a little young.”

I was afraid this would happen. We are young but I don’t think that should matter. Nobody is better equipped to do this work than us.

“Listen,” I say. “If I’m being honest, we’re pretty new to investigating, but we’re professionals. If you give us a chance, I’m sure we can help.”

I hope I’m not laying it on too thick, but Professor Price smiles warmly and nods.

“Everybody’s gotta start somewhere, right?” he asks.

The ball of emotions at his chest is green. His whole personality seems pretty easygoing.

“What can we help you with?” I ask.

“I teach acting,” he says. “I spend a lot of time in the Lincoln Performance Hall on campus. We had a workshop the other night and I saw—something. It wasn’t the first time either. I’m not sure what to do.” A yellow ball of fear erupts at his chest, and he clasps his hands as his colors swirl together.

“Don’t be afraid, Professor,” I say.

Redd shoots me a look before gently putting his hand on Professor Price’s shoulder.

“You’re okay,” Redd says. “You’re not afraid.”

“I—I’m not?” Professor Price asks.

Redd shakes his head. “No. You’re good.”

Professor Price takes a deep breath, and his eyes get a little glassy, like he’s completely relaxed. I will his colors to change, threading ribbons of flat black calm through the yellow ball on his chest. Between me and Redd, we’ve got the professor feeling like he’s on a cloud.

“What did you see?” I ask.

“A man,” he says, his voice much lower than it had been before, his breathing slower, more measured. “I was onstage, stacking the folding chairs. I looked out into the auditorium, and about four rows back, I saw him sitting there. I was embarrassed that I hadn’t noticed him come in.” A thin filament of orange, the color of raging embarrassment, snakes through his kaleidoscope of colors. “I asked him if he needed something,” Professor Price continues. “I thought maybe he was a student or maybe a faculty member who’d stayed behind. He didn’t answer, and when I walked downstage to ask again, he stood up and he, well, he opened his mouth.”

Ossie scratches the top of his head. “Was his breath stank or something?”

Redd puts his hand on Ossie’s shoulder, and Ossie clamps his mouth shut.

“His mouth was hanging open,” Professor Price says. “Like—like his jaw had come apart at the hinge.” A brilliant flash of yellow fear fully consumes the ball at his chest. It’s so bright I have to shut my eyes for a moment. I can feel the fear on him... like it’s on me, too.

The hair on the back of my neck stands straight up. It’s like my body knows what he’s saying is true, or at least he believes it’s true.

“The noise that came out of him—it was like a wounded animal.” Professor Price is shaking now. He rubs the tops of his arms as if it’s cold outside, but it’s pushing seventy today. “It was the most gut-wrenching, terrible moan you’ve ever heard. And then—he—he turned around and was gone. He vanished into thin air.” The professor snaps his fingers. “Just like that.”

“He disappeared?” Redd asks, stunned.

Professor Price nods. “Right in front of me. I almost shit myself, I was so scared.” He glances at Ossie. “Excuse my language.”

“You’re excused,” Ossie says.

Redd slides his hand down Ossie’s face and covers his mouth. Even with half his face covered, I can tell he’s grinning behind Redd’s fingers.

“Right,” I say, trying to square what Professor Price is saying with what I’ve learned during my work on The Oculus. “Right. Okay. Anything else?” I quickly remind myself that I’m supposed to be acting like I actually know what I’m doing.

“Some of my students have heard voices, footsteps, seen shadows where there shouldn’t be,” Professor Price says. “I can’t keep track of it all. I contacted you because I didn’t see anything on your site about filming. Most investigators want to film for their shows. I don’t really want this out in the public.”

I’m a little disappointed. I really want to get some footage to put up on the website. “Why don’t you want it documented?” I ask.

Professor Price raises an eyebrow. “Can you imagine me going to the dean and explaining that our theater is not only haunted but it’s all over the internet?”

“Maybe it’ll bring in more students,” says Ossie. “I’d love to go to a haunted school.”

“Anyways,” I say, drawing out the word and side-eyeing Ossie. I really want to do this, so I offer Professor Price a compromise. “The only filming we’ll do will be for our own research. We’ll only share it with you.” It’s not exactly what I want, but this is just a trial run, a chance to work out the kinks in our operation. “Please, Professor. No one is more qualified to do this than us.”

“And why is that?” he asks.

I press my mouth into a hard line. I can’t tell him it’s because Agnes is a psychic and I can see and manipulate people’s emotions, and Redd has the power of suggestion, and Ossie—well, I don’t even know how I’d put Ossie’s power into words.

“There’s a world that exists just at the edges of our own, Professor,” I say. “And we want to help people see it.” It’s the best answer I can give him and it’s mostly true.

Professor Price lowers his voice and steps closer to me. “Let’s say you find something. Can you make whatever it is go away?”

A lot of people are like Professor Price. They’re afraid and they would rather ignore the unknown or just make it go away altogether instead of trying to understand it. “We can try to clear the space,” I say tentatively, “but I can’t make any promises. We might be able to help you understand what’s happening there better, though. Are you up for that?”

Professor Price sighs. “I guess that’s all I can really ask for. I am at a loss for what to do.”

He smiles and a little wisp of green melds with the yellow in the ball. We agree to come by the theater as soon as we can. He’ll put our name on the visitors list and block off a few hours so that no one else will be in the space. When the professor leaves, Redd and Ossie sit down on a bench and Agnes stretches out on the grass, leaning back on her hands.

“Do you really think he saw a ghost?” Ossie asks.

“He wasn’t lying,” I say. “His colors were mostly yellow, no white, but there’s only one way we’re gonna know for sure.”

“So, we’re doing this?” Agnes asks.

“We have to,” I say.

“And we’re not worried that we’ve never officially done this before?” Redd asks.

“No, and you know why?” I ask.

Redd and Agnes exchange glances.

“Because we’ve done the work,” I say. “We’ve researched almost every haunting in this city. We’ve looked at every legit paranormal investigation. And we have ourselves, the things we can do. There are, like, twelve ghost-hunting shows on TV right now with a bunch of fake-emo dudes who have no real qualifications for dealing with the paranormal. There’s gotta be somebody who’s doing it for the right reason and not just for views. Why can’t that be us?”

A thunderous barrage of footsteps shakes the ground under my feet and I glance up. Coming down the pathway is a group of dragon boat enthusiasts a hundred deep. They have signs and are hootin’ and hollerin’ and making all kinds of noise. I glance out over the river. The colorful dragon boats and their teams of paddlers swing into place. A burst of color blooms bright as the group of people break into a chorus of laughter. I quickly turn my back to them, but I can see the remnants of their colors on the farthest edges of my vision.

Redd is at my side before I can blink twice. “Hey, Moll, have you finished your classes for the week? How’s that art history class coming?” Redd’s tone is flat, calm.

I try to clear my head, focus on his voice, on the mundane question he’s asking me. Another burst of color ripples out into the air around me.

“It’s good,” I say. “It’s—it’s one of my favorite classes.” I breathe in deeply and exhale a full count of five. I search for Agnes in the crowd as more and more people spill into the grassy area. She’s headed toward the car, dragging Ossie along behind her.

“I thought your computer was giving you trouble.” Redd looks past me, his face a mask of calm. He sways back and forth, like a really slow metronome. I count in my head each time his body rocks to the side.

One. Two. One. Two.

“It—it was the hard drive,” I say. “But I replaced it. It works better than when it was new.”

“Could you fix mine?” he asks. He keeps his hand on my shoulder and moves me through the crowd, toward the street.

Easier now.

I’m breathing long and steady, focusing on Redd’s big brown eyes.

“Is it plugged in?” I ask.

He chuckles. “I mean, if we get home and it’s not plugged in, I don’t even deserve your help.”

“I’ll look at it,” I say.

Amid the crush of bodies is an uncomfortable brightness, like when I had my eyes dilated by the optometrist and decided to ditch the silly plastic glasses when I stepped outside. My temples throb. I struggle to find the rhythm in my breath. Bursts of green in all shades, fern and olive, lime and basil, all shades of happiness. It pushes in on me, and something inside me pushes back, but there is a vise around my chest. Just like on the bus.

“No,” I whisper to myself. “Not here. Not now.”

As we approach the car, the background noise fades. I feel like I can breathe a little easier. Redd gives my arm a gentle squeeze and a knowing little glance as we leave the crowd behind. Ossie is in the car, his face pressing up against the glass, a mischievous grin splits his face. Agnes is leaning against the door.

“You good?” she asks.

I nod. “You?” I check her colors. They’re flat black, calm.

“Yeah,” she says. “Those people came outta nowhere.”

“Did you kill anybody?” Ossie asks from behind the glass.

“Ossie, shut up,” Redd says, clearly annoyed. “We all held it together. Hannigan would be proud.”

Agnes purses her lips. “Almost all of us held it together.” She glances down at a large rat as it skids under the car.

Redd almost knocks me over as he throws open the car door and jumps in, sitting as far away from Ossie as the back seat will allow.

“Stop playin’, Ossie!” The ball on Redd’s chest turns bright yellow with fear.

Ossie laughs himself half to death in the back seat, his plume of green so big it blots out the entire inside of the car. Agnes and I pile in.

“Knock it off, Ossie,” Agnes says.

“I can’t help it,” Ossie says.

In the rearview mirror I see a thin tendril of white snake through the green at his chest. He’s lying, but not completely. Our abilities run up and down a spectrum of strange. Clairvoyance on one end and Ossie’s ability—controlling pestilent creatures, especially rats—at the other.

Ossie stares at Redd. “Did you know that when you’re scared of mice and rats, it’s called musophobia? You’re a musophobe.”

“I’m ignoring you,” Redd says, still refusing to turn in Ossie’s direction. “You did good, Moll. Keeping it together in that crowd. I know it’s hard, but you did good.”

“Thanks to you,” I say.

The way he stood with me, the magic he worked with those random questions—that’s his gift in action. He can distract someone from thinking about their problems. He can make them forget what they’re supposed to be doing. He can even put a suggestion in someone’s head that consumes their every thought, so much that they can’t eat or sleep. But if he isn’t careful, he can make people forget other things, like how to breathe. Sometimes I need someone to help me focus. Redd is my calm in a kaleidoscope of colors.





Investigative Equipment
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Investigating the paranormal sometimes calls for the use of specialized equipment. Prominent figures in the earliest days of paranormal investigating actually came up with rudimentary versions of the equipment we use today. Harry Sheen, a skeptic who used his tools to debunk spiritualists, invented a voice recorder much like the ones we use to detect EVPs. And Sarah Winthrup, a powerful psychic and figurehead of the earliest spiritualist movements in the city of Portland, invented a technique of using a camera to capture spirits on film. For a long time, people interested in paranormal investigation had to make their own equipment. We still do, but many of these tools can now be purchased online.


EVP (Electronic Voice Phenomena) Meter—A simple audio recorder that can capture voices and sounds of a paranormal nature. Often, EVP is only audible during playback of captured audio.

EMF (Electromagnetic Frequency) Meter—A device that measures electromagnetic fields. Since it’s thought that paranormal entities have the ability to manipulate these fields, sudden spikes could be a sign of a presence.

Mel Meter—Invented by Gary Galka after losing his beloved daughter Melissa (affectionately called Mel by her family) in a car accident. He became convinced that she was trying to communicate with him from beyond the grave. Gary began researching paranormal investigatory tools and realized that there were no tools designed specifically for contacting ghosts, so he invented one, and the Mel Meter was born. It reads temperature and EMF simultaneously.

FLIR (Forward Looking Infrared) Camera—A handheld thermal device used to visualize temperature fluctuations in the environment. Paranormal entities affect the air temperature around them, often showing up as cold spots on the FLIR.

SLS (Structured Light Sensor) Camera—A camera that projects hundreds of infrared beams into a space, creating a grid. The camera’s sensors measure the distance between dots to create a 3D render of its visible field. This type of camera does not use light or color, but movement, which it then tracks. Living people and the ghosts of the deceased often show up as stick-figure-like images.

Static Camera—A fixed camera. Static cams are placed throughout sites that are being investigated to capture images automatically.

Spirit Box—A device that uses radio frequency sweeps to create white noise, which paranormal investigators believe entities can use to communicate. When this happens, it is possible to hear spirit voices.
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Chapter 3

When we get home, I put the car in the garage and go inside, still a little rattled by how intense the emotions of all those happy people in one place had been. I think my mom might want to know that her hard work has paid off. I didn’t kill anyone today. I press my ear against her bedroom door at the end of the upstairs hall. Nothing.

“Mom?”

No answer.

I turn the knob and the door creaks open. She’s lying on her back on the bed, her head tilted up as she naps. She rattles out an uneven breath. I pull the covers over her and sit on the edge of the bed. Candles flicker on her altar. She’s been busy.

Fresh trails of wax spill down the sides of a tall white candle, and flowers, cigars, and rum are set out as an offering. For someone so dead set against us looking into the occult—for someone who constantly tries to keep us from using our own power, from even understanding what we’re truly capable of—she’s got her own set of beliefs that rely on the presence of spirits, gods, and goddesses. She makes blue sachets when our neighbors have babies, and people come to her when they need some fast luck or protection. She always makes two cups of coffee, and when she covers her head, she never uses a black cloth. Some might call her a witch, but she doesn’t like that title because it invokes images of women with crystals from Sephora talking about lightwork and inner peace. All things she might respect if it came from a genuine place, but most of these so-called witches are just jumping on the latest spiritual bandwagon. She doesn’t practice because it’s trendy, but because it’s in her blood.

Everything she knows she learned from my grandmother, who tried to convince her to help foster my talents instead of teaching me to suppress them, but my mom didn’t agree. She used her own power to bind mine, and when Agnes, Ossie, and Redd each came to live with us, she bound them, too, one by one. For our own good. My mom and my grandma fell out over that and they haven’t talked in a while.

My mom mumbles something in her sleep, the sounds strung together like one unintelligible word. Her eyes flutter open. I stay quiet. She’s in some kind of dream state, half awake, half asleep. A burning ball of yellow and blue erupts at her chest. The colors mingle together, the fear and sadness coming together in a haze. I breathe deep and imagine her colors turning flat black. My chest is tight, almost achy, but after a moment, the colors obey. Her lids close and she settles. She’s so stressed out, and I don’t want to add to it, so I decide to keep our plan to investigate the theater to myself for now.

On her bedside table, stuck between the pages of a book of poetry is a picture, its curled edge sticking out. I pull it from between the pages. It’s a Polaroid of my mom and a man I don’t recognize. They’re both smiling, arms looped together. The man seems vaguely familiar but I can’t place him. He has dark hair and dark eyes. I turn the photo over.

Me and Walter
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Saturday night comes quick. I tell my mom we’re going to the theater, and technically, it’s true. We are going to a theater, but not to watch movies and eat popcorn. Instead, we’re going to hunt ghosts.

I’ve been building my own investigative equipment for months—from devices to measure the electromagnetic energy in a room to modified voice recorders to do EVP work with. I’d even been able to get my hands on a broken FLIR camera at the local thrift shop. I refurbished it with money I got for my birthday and parts from thrift stores and garage sales. Mom thinks I’m fixing up computers and tablets and cameras for my friends, and that’s true. I do that, too, but it’s more than that. I wish I could show her what I’ve been working on, but it never seems like a good time.

We consolidate everything we need to take with us into two duffel bags, and Redd takes them down the back stairs and puts them in the car while my mom talks to me in the front room. She gives us a few bucks and suggests I take my big over-the-shoulder bag to sneak in snacks from the dollar store. Her colors are calm, and I don’t think she has any idea that I’ve been lying to her face.

Ossie and Agnes squeeze into the back seat of the car, and Redd rides shotgun. I keep my window all the way down as we drive, sending a current of cool evening air whipping through the car. My palms are sweaty on the steering wheel. Agnes puts her hand on my shoulder.

“Excited?” she asks.

“More nervous than anything,” I say.

“If a ghost flies into my body, I want you to leave it alone,” Ossie says.

“You’re good with being possessed?” I ask.

“Yes,” Ossie says matter-of-factly. “I need a break from this life anyway.”

“Sir, you’re thirteen,” Redd says. “What do you need a break from? You don’t have a job or pay bills or nothing.”

Ossie scoots down in his seat. “Whatever. If I wanna be possessed, that’s my business.”

Redd rolls his eyes, but he’s grinning.

Within twenty minutes we’re parked in front of the Lincoln Performance Hall on the Portland State University campus. I stare at the building. It’s lit up, but there aren’t any people around. Professor Price wants us to come here and rid the theater of its boogeymen, but what he doesn’t know is that we’re the real boogeymen. It’s the reason we need my mom’s bindings to keep us in check. Every time I use my power, I can feel how much more there is to it. I’ve known since the incident with Carrie Anne in the first grade that I was capable of something dangerous and that part of me is still lurking in there somewhere.

“Moll?” Redd asks.

I shake myself out of my trance. “Let’s go.”

We get out and grab the bags from the trunk. Agnes stops short.

“What is it?” I ask.

She tilts her head to the side like she’s listening to something. “There’s definitely something in there,” she says.

A shudder runs through me. If Agnes says there’s something here, I believe her. The entire building is humming. I can feel the vibration in every bone in my body.

The entryway to Lincoln Hall is framed by dozens of glass windows that reach up to the top of the building. Inside, a maze of corridors snake off the entryway. A big sign reads Lincoln Performance Hall, and we follow it into the main theater.

“This is so cool!” Ossie squeals.

Rows of red-cushioned theater seats line the auditorium, sloping up to a mezzanine level. The rounded stage platform looks like it could handle full-scale productions, as well as movies, because a giant projector screen hangs down. Spotlights are trained on the stage and our voices are blunted by the acoustic insulation.

Everything I look at—the walls, the floor—has a dull glow to it. It’s something I only see when I walk into a place like this, where people’s emotions have poured out into the air. I imagine productions of comedies, tragedies. People laughing, crying, cheering. All that emotion leaves a mark. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, allowing my limbs to go lax, allowing the feeling of the place to wash over me. Once I’m grounded, I get to work pulling equipment out of the duffel bags.

“We can use the stage as a base,” I say. “I’ll set up the main monitors there.”

Ossie helps uncoil the extension cords, looking around for a plug. He finds one, and when he saunters back out onto the stage, he’s wearing a pointy black hat and smiling so hard his cheeks bunch up.

“Look,” he says. “Somebody left their prop behind.” He clears his throat. “FIYERO!” he screeches at the top of his lungs before collapsing dramatically onto the stage.

“I never should have taken you to see Wicked,” I say. “It was a terrible mistake.”

“Or the best thing you’ve ever done,” Ossie says with a shrug.

Agnes looks at Ossie disapprovingly, but even she can’t keep from laughing. She takes out the walkie-talkies and makes sure they’re good to go. I can only ever find them in pairs or sometimes just one at a time, so they’re mismatched. One has Spider-Man on the front, one is shaped like Darth Vader’s helmet, and one is plain yellow. I had taken them apart and set them up to talk to each other.

“Should I put up the static cams?” Redd asks.

“Yeah.” I glance at the old computer monitors I retrofitted. They’ll wirelessly receive images from the paired static cams and the knockoff GoPros I got off Amazon for fifty bucks. “Make sure their battery packs are closed. If they’re open, they won’t record.”

“Got it,” he says. “Let me know when the signals are coming through.” He grabs a walkie-talkie and the small mesh bag with the static cameras, then heads up a flight of stairs to the upper mezzanine.

Agnes unpacks EMF detectors and lays everything out on the stage. The monitors, which are split into four views each, flicker to life as Redd sets up the static cams on the upper floor and in the hallway behind the projector box. The excitement building up in my chest is making my hands shake. This is it. We’re putting all our stuff to the test, and I just hope it all goes the way we need it to. On the screen, one feed is crisscrossed by lines of static, and another one is upside down.

“Redd,” I say into the walkie. “Camera two is upside down and camera four is full of static. Can you try readjusting them?”

“Quick question,” his voice crackles out of the walkie. “Which one is number two and which one is number four?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, kicking myself. I didn’t label the cameras. I make a note to do better next time. “The one looking down the hall is upside down. Just flip it over and maybe try kicking the other one.”

Redd rights the hallway camera and fumbles with the other one, but it doesn’t improve the picture much.

Agnes pulls out a harness and I help her slip it over her head, positioning the small action camera in the center of her chest. She taps the “On” button, and a high-resolution picture of my face pops up on the second monitor.

“Geez,” I say. “Was anyone going to tell me I look like a wildebeest or nah?”

Agnes tips the camera up, and I get a clear picture of the inside of her left nostril. “You are a queen. You look like a goddamn goddess. Don’t ever let me hear you talking bad about yourself like that again.”

I laugh, slipping on my own harness. I look at us all rigged up and ready to go and feel a swell of pride. It looks like we halfway know what we’re doing.

Agnes pauses and looks up at the ceiling. “There is so much going on in this place.”

“I know,” I say. “I can feel it.”

Redd comes bounding down the stairs and scoops up his body cam. “I’ve got three static cams set up. One at the end of the upstairs hallway, one in the upper mezzanine where the seats are, and one more at the top of the stairs. I’m gonna put this last one on the stage pointing toward the seats. The motion detector is on the upper level, but it’s pointed down here, so if anything moves, we’ll know. What now?”

Everyone turns to me. It’s not like we took a vote to say who would be in charge, but I guess we all assumed it’d be me. All of this was my idea, and while Redd, Agnes, and Ossie have their own reasons for being here, I know they’re mostly doing it for me. I love them for helping out, but I’m worried I’ll let them down. What if we can’t capture any of this on camera or on any of the devices we have going right now? What if all we find out is that we are alone?

“Ossie, you man the control center and keep an eye on the static cameras,” I say, forcing the doubts away.

Ossie scowls. “Why do I have to have the most boring job?”

“If you want, you can take a camera and go backstage alone to check for soul-sucking paranormal entities,” I suggest.

Ossie grimaces. “Or I can man the control center like you said.”

“Exactly,” I say. “Agnes and I will start on the upper floor with some EVP work.” I turn to Redd and hand him my jerry-rigged thermal device. “Redd, if you could work the FLIR and keep an eye out for any cold spots, Agnes can take a Mel Meter, and I can take this.” I pull a modified Mel Meter out of my back pocket. Agnes looks crestfallen.

“See?” she says. “I knew you had something cool that you kept for yourself. What does it do?”

“It’s a Mel Meter, but I added a small digital camera,” I say. “A dip in temperature coupled with a high electromagnetic frequency reading will trigger the camera, and the picture will get sent to cloud storage so I can download it when we get home.”

“Nice,” says Redd, smiling. He flicks on the handheld FLIR unit. “Ready?”

“All devices on and recording?” I ask. Everyone nods, and I turn and speak directly into Redd’s body cam. “This is our first official investigation. We’re here at Lincoln Hall on the PSU campus. It’s eight thirty at night on September 5, 2026. Professor Price has reported a full-bodied apparition, footsteps, and voices.”

“You sound like Steve Irwin,” says Ossie. “Like you’re about to wrestle some alligators or something.”

“That’s who I’m tryna be,” I say. “The Steve Irwin of paranormal investigation.”

Redd laughs. “Whatever you say, Moll.”

I’m trying to keep the mood light—trying to push away the creeping sense of unease that has been growing in me ever since we entered the building. I check my equipment one more time.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

I ascend the short flight of stairs at the rear of the theater with Redd and Agnes right behind me. The camera equipment is meant to work better in the dark, so we make sure the lights are off everywhere except over the stage. Ossie would lose his whole mind if we cut all the lights. When we come to the second-floor landing, only a muted glow creeps up from the lower floor. Agnes pulls out her Mel Meter.

“Readings are in the green,” she says. She lifts her head and stares down the empty hallway, toward the door to the projector room. “But I’m being pulled that way.”

Another shiver runs through me. This is the part I’m most worried about. I can rig up equipment and feel pretty certain it will work the way I need it to, but how we will do in this environment isn’t as easy to predict. Agnes’s psychic abilities are just the ones she’s most comfortable with. She has other gifts that are more unpredictable, most of which my mom has helped her bind up. None of us really know the full extent of what we can do, even though I have some idea. I push away the flash of Carrie Anne’s face that goes through my head and refocus.

Redd holds up the FLIR and points it toward the end of the hall. We all stare down at its tiny screen. It flickers in and out. I make a mental note to check the internal wiring when we get back home.

It’s pitch-black at the end of the hall, but on the FLIR I can see the floor, the walls, the ceiling, all of them the blue color that, according to the manual I found on the internet, means the surfaces are room temperature. Little veins of orange and red run along the wall where the power cables are laid. Orange and red on the FLIR mean heat. White is the hottest of all.

Agnes stops. The subtle turn of her head as she listens to things only she can hear, the little realization that something else is there just beyond the creeping dark, fills me with dread.

“What is it?” I whisper as my heartbeat quickens.

She stares into the dark end of the hall. “I hear a woman’s voice.”

We stop and wait, holding our breath, as still as the dark itself. I’m staring straight ahead when something moves to my right. I see it first on the very edge of my vision—a black mass of nothingness that has appeared out of thin air. I can’t breathe. I slowly turn my head and catch a glimpse of whatever it is as it retreats into the deepest part of the shadows. Tendrils of black, like long wisps of hair, are the last bit I see before it’s gone completely. Fear swarms over every inch of my skin and tunnels inward, invading every part of me.

“Did you see that?” I whisper.

“See what?” Redd asks. His face is a mask of terrified anxiety, his colors blazing.

“Nothing,” I say.

“Not nothing,” Agnes says. “There’s a woman here somewhere.”

“Professor Price said he saw a man,” I say. “Is there more than one entity in here?”

The little red light on the side of the EVP recorder shows that it’s on. Agnes can hear the dead most of the time, but the rest of us can’t, so I’m hoping we’ll catch something solid on the EVP when we play it back later.

“Is there someone here with us?” Agnes asks. After a moment, her shoulders slump down. “It’s gone.”

“Just keep moving,” I say.

We go down the short hall and enter the mezzanine. The static cam is sitting on the floor, pointing toward the seats. I walk between the rows, running my hand over the red velvet of the cushions. The projection screen hangs at the front of the theater over the stage, casting a strange, blunted glow. Nothing is coming out of the projection box, but it looks like the screen still holds some light. There’s a soft beeping sound.

“The motion detector down here went off,” Ossie calls up. “I don’t see anything, though!”

“I’m on it,” says Redd. He heads back down, and Agnes rushes to the rail, looking out over the seats below.

“I don’t see anything either,” she says.

I join her at the rail. Everything is still and quiet.

Redd appears below and looks around. He shrugs and glances up at us as Ossie stares intently at the monitor.

“Let’s go up to the projection box and do some more EVP work,” I say.

Agnes nods.

“We’re going up to the box,” I call down.

“Okay, I’ll meet you up there,” Redd calls back.

I follow Agnes out of the mezzanine and down the hallway to a narrow door with a little chalk sign on the outside that reads, Production Crew Only. Behind it is a short flight of stairs that leads us up to a cramped room where the theater houses its projection equipment. A modern-looking projector system with a digital display is set up, its lens pointed out the projection window. Some of the other machines look ancient. Hulking, clunky relics from another era. But they’re clean, and one of them has a film reel loaded and ready to go.

“I love this stuff,” I say, running my hand over the metal case. “I want to take it all apart and see how it works.”

“I think Professor Price might be pissed if you disassemble the projector,” says Agnes.

I take out my EVP recorder and turn it on. “Is there anyone here with us?” I ask, pausing to give whatever might be here time to answer. “People saw a man and he is scaring the staff.”

We wait in silence for another moment. I’m starting to think this was a mistake, that we won’t catch anything on a recording, when Agnes begins to take in big, shaky breaths, one right after the other. I touch her arm as her eyes grow wide in the dark.

“Wait,” she whispers.

I unclip a small flashlight that hangs from my bag and turn it on.

Agnes closes her eyes. “We don’t want any trouble. We want to help.”

Now my own breaths are shaky and so are my hands. I grip the flashlight to steady myself. Suddenly, heavy footsteps pound down the hall.

“That’s Redd,” I say, relieved.

“Why is he stomping around like that?” Agnes asks.

I hear the hinges groaning as the door that leads up to the projection room creaks open. I wait for Redd to come up.

The walkie-talkie crackles on.

“Hey, guys. You should come down here.” It’s Redd’s voice.

I hold the button on the walkie down. “Did someone come up here and open the door? Was that you, Redd?”

I keep my gaze fixed on the top of the stairs, fully expecting Ossie or Redd to pop up.

“No,” Ossie says over the walkie. “I’m still here on the stage. Redd is down here with me.”

The bottom stair groans, like someone has eased onto it. I still can’t see who—or what—it is.

Agnes grabs my arm. “Something—something is standing at the bottom of the stairs.”

My heart leaps into my throat. I frantically look around the windowless room. There’s no way out but down those stairs and through the door at the bottom.

“Can you—can you read it?” I ask as I try desperately to keep myself in check.

“I hear something, but I can’t make it out,” Agnes says.

The wooden stairs groan louder. I back up, bumping into one of the projectors.

“It’s a woman,” Agnes says.

I shine my flashlight toward Agnes. Her eyes glaze over. Reading living people is second nature to Agnes, but when she reads the dead, she has to focus harder.

Her body goes rigid as she concentrates. “I think she’s looking for someone.”

“Who are you looking for?” I ask aloud, holding the EVP recorder up, my hand trembling so hard I’m afraid I might drop it.

“She doesn’t haunt this place,” Agnes says. “She came here because we’re here.”

Another heavy step on the stairs.

“Why?” I ask.

“I—I don’t know,” Agnes stammers. “She’s so hard to read.”

Redd’s voice blares from the walkie. “Y’all need to get down here! Now!”

A sudden barrage of footsteps on the stairs, like someone is sprinting down, cuts through the room, and there’s a crash in the hall below. Agnes and I exchange glances then bolt down the stairs. There is nothing in the lower hall as we race to find Redd.

I trip into the center aisle of the lower seating area. Redd is standing near the row of seats closest to the stage. Ossie is upstage, frozen. Both of them are staring at something in the orchestra section.

I follow their gaze to a man in a finely tailored suit sitting in one of the seats. For a split second I think someone has come in, some student or teacher, but as I look him over, the undulating ball of stone gray at his chest tells me this is a dead thing.

A ghost.

“He’s the one,” Agnes says, her eyes glassy, the light from my flashlight glinting off them. “He’s the one everybody has been seeing here.” The fear in her voice alarms me. She has to stay in control or we’re all dead.

The man cocks his head to the side. A frown spreads across his face until his mouth hangs open in silent agony, a silent scream.

Agnes’s energy shifts. The calm black ball at her chest flickers, and the air feels heavier. She gasps and clutches at her collar.

“Ossie,” I say, my voice choked with fear—not of the ghost, but of Agnes. “Get out of here. Now.”

Ossie leaps from the stage and sprints toward the exit door. Redd moves closer to me, stepping up and over the theater seats. He has the FLIR out in front of him, and he’s pushed his camera up around his neck so that he can catch everything.

“Agnes, remember where you are,” I say. Agnes is trembling as she focuses on the ghostly apparition. “You are in control,” I say. I turn to the apparition, who has risen out of his seat.

“He—he hates this place,” says Agnes. She opens and closes her hands, then grips her fingers into fists.

“Then why not go?” I address the apparition directly. “What’s keeping you here?”

A light flickers in the darkness and a figure appears next to the man. The image of a young girl materializes in a ball of radiant light. Redd inhales sharply as the air becomes frigid. I can see my own breath—little puffs of white in the cold air.

Agnes staggers back and collapses to her knees, her hands pressing in on the sides of her head. “He’s—he’s looking for someone. He can’t see that she’s already gone.”

The man stares ahead in anguish. The little girl looks up at him, her eyes pleading. They look very much alike, and I’m willing to bet this is his daughter. I walk toward the apparition of the girl as a low hum fills the room.

“Your daddy is looking for you,” I say to her. I don’t know if it’s the right thing to do or say, but I try it anyway. “He’s afraid, but you—you can take him with you.”

“He can’t see me,” she says. Her voice is little more than a whisper, and I feel like it’s in my head more than anything else. “He can’t hear me.”

I glance at the man. He is so solid I think I might be able to reach out and touch him. The little girl is mostly transparent. The seats show through her small frame.

“It’s because he’s here. I don’t think he knows he’s dead,” I say. “You have to come here, too. You have to let him see you the way you were when you were alive. Can you do that?”

The girl glances at me. The light around her pulses and shimmers so brilliantly it hurts my eyes, then it dims, and standing there, as real and solid as any one of us, is the little girl. Her curly brown hair hangs down her back. She wears a plain dress and a pair of shiny black shoes. The man turns to her and sees her for the first time.

“It’s time to go, Papa,” the little girl says. She slips her little hand into his, and his entire frame softens.

“It’s okay to go,” I say. “You can be together on the other side.”

I don’t know if that’s true, but I don’t know what else to say. Maybe it’s just what I want to believe.

The man turns to me and smiles. The strange low hum grows louder as the air grows thicker. Agnes has collapsed onto her back and is shaking uncontrollably, the ball of emotions at her chest a storm of colors. A light with the brightness of the sun envelops both the man and the child. There is a high-pitched ringing in my ears. Before I can blink, they’re both gone.

I struggle to catch my breath as I crouch at Agnes’s side. “Agnes! It’s okay! Agnes, they’re gone!”

Sweat blankets her forehead. She grips her hands together, her jaw clenched. I feel like I can’t breathe. Redd struggles to move toward me, but it’s like he’s walking against the wind. He calls out, but I can barely hear him above the deafening sound of the rising hum.

“Moll!” Redd screams. “We gotta get out of here right now!”

Agnes’s eyes cloud over as she lies on the floor. I search the colors on her chest and see only a swell of confusion so strong that when I try to manipulate it, it makes me dizzy to the point that I nearly throw up.

“She’s losing it!” I yell. “I don’t think the bindings are working right!”

Redd struggles to get closer to me. “Come on!”

“We can’t leave her!” I shout.

“She’s gonna kill us!” Redd says.

“She doesn’t mean it!” I say as tears stream down my face. “She can’t help it!”

I look into Redd’s face, and he grits his teeth so hard the muscle over his temple sticks out. He plants his feet firmly and holds tight to one of the seats.

The words to a song I know flood my mind. I look to Redd. It’s him. He’s trying to distract me. The ball of emotion at his chest is striated with dull shades of yellow fear, but Redd is doing all he can to be brave, to stay here with me.

I can’t have that. I concentrate as hard as I can and will his colors to the brightest canary yellow I can muster. His overwhelming fear drives him from the room. The melody in my head fades with him, and I’m alone in the maelstrom of Agnes’s unchecked power.

The seats in the auditorium creak and moan, clanging against their bolts. Bits of paper swirl up into the air, caught in an invisible current. I kneel over Agnes and put my hand on her chest. She’s spiraling down into herself, where her greatest, most deadly power lies like a caged animal. I will the swirling mass of colors to turn a calm black, but my own bindings are intact, and I’m not strong enough. Agnes is the blue hues of sadness, the yellow ribbons of fear, and the crimson red of rage. I press both hands to her chest as she jerks and heaves.

“Agnes!” I scream. “Agnes, don’t do this!”

I shut my eyes and envision a ball of black in my mind. When I open my eyes again, the ball at her chest looks like it is rising out of her. Sweat drips down my temple, down my back. It takes everything in me to push against my bindings. It takes all my strength to return the ball of swirling colors down into Agnes’s chest and render them a flat black. Somehow, it works. Agnes lies very still. The chairs stop creaking. The papers float to the floor. I gasp for air as my lungs burn. And then, without warning, a pulse of energy like a shock wave shoots out of Agnes, blue as the summer sky.

Sadness.

Complete and utter despair.

I’m thrown backward. My head strikes something solid. A sharp stab of pain shoots through my body, and then there is only the dark.
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Chapter 4

I see Redd’s face in flashes.

Someone calls my name from the dark.

A glimpse of Agnes, her face drawn tight and shiny with tears, and then my mom is looking down at me. Her mouth moves, but I can’t hear what she’s saying. The light behind her hurts my head, and I shut my eyes. A hand touches my face as someone forces my eyelid open and shines a light in.

“Can you tell me your name?” someone asks.

“Moll,” I say as I open my eyes. A doctor in a white coat stands over me. I’m on my back on a gurney.

“Moll, can you tell me the year?” she asks.

“2026?” I’m not sure that’s the right answer. Everything is too bright and too loud.

“Who’s the president?” she asks.

I groan. “Please don’t make me say it.”

The doctor smiles gently. “That’s an acceptable answer.”

I don’t see Agnes, and Redd has disappeared, but my mom and Ossie are here.

The doctor gently touches the top of my head. “I don’t think you have any fractures, but we should get a CT scan just to be on the safe side. Do you have a history of fainting?”

I look at her quizzically, and Ossie slips his hand into mine and squeezes. “I’ve never seen you faint before. That was really scary.” He presses his lips together.

“No,” I say, realizing our secret is safe. “I haven’t fainted before. I probably got overheated or something.”

“Maybe,” says the doctor. “Let’s cover all the bases though, all right?”

I nod, and a nurse rolls me down the hall. The CT scan turns out fine, so the doctor lets me leave with a couple days’ worth of pain meds and orders to take it easy.

“Agnes is pretty shaken up,” my mom tells me on the quiet ride home.

I stiffen in my seat.

“Seeing you fall down the stairs headfirst must have been pretty scary,” she continues. I can feel her looking at me, but I don’t turn to face her. She and I both know that story doesn’t make sense, but she doesn’t press me... for now.

When we get home, Redd meets us at the door. He helps me up to my room, and I try not to think too hard about the weight of his arm around my waist. My head throbs with every heartbeat and there’s a ringing in my ears that won’t stop.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” Redd says as he helps prop me up on some pillows and then sits on the edge of my bed. “I was really worried. I was gonna come back up to the hospital, but I didn’t want to leave Agnes alone.”

“Where is she?” A little stab of panic sets in.

“She’s fine,” says Redd. A white puff of color blooms at his chest. “And I know you know I’m lying, but not in the way you think. She locked herself in the basement.”

“That doesn’t sound fine to me,” I say.

“I guess that’s not really what I meant. What I meant was that she’s not dead. The blast didn’t kill her or anyone else, even though it knocked you smooth out.”

“I manifested a ball of pure calm energy,” I say. “I tried to put it directly into her.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Redd says, sounding a little upset. “I was so scared all of a sudden, and then I was running.” He narrows his eyes at me. “You did that to me.”

“I had to make you leave,” I say. “Ossie too.”

His eyes are bloodshot. He’s been crying. “You’re so stubborn sometimes,” he says. “And I’m not gonna try to convince you to be something else, but I just—I just need you to know that I would have stayed if you had let me. No matter how it all turned out.”

“I know.” I swallow hard, biting back tears. “I thought that was going to be the end of all of us. I thought at least you’d get a head start. Maybe you’d get far enough away—” My voice catches in my throat. I pull Redd close to me and rest my head on his shoulder. “Did anything survive?” I ask. “The cameras? Tapes?”

“I haven’t even had a chance to think about it,” Redd says. “We just threw everything in the car and left. The theater was a mess. Professor Price is gonna be pissed.” He shakes his head. “I’ll bring the stuff in from the car if you want. Maybe you can try talking to Agnes if you’re up to it.”

I stand up, wobbly, my head still throbbing. “I will, but I have a question.”

“Shoot,” says Redd.

“In the middle of everything that was happening at the theater, I started to think of a song I know. That was you, wasn’t it? Putting that in my head?”

He drops his gaze to the floor.

“Why?” I ask. “Why right at that moment?”

Redd sighs and hangs his head. “I felt the same thing you did. I thought it was all over. We know what kind of power Agnes has. I thought that was it and I wanted you to be thinking of something beautiful. I didn’t want you to be afraid.”

Redd stands and I wrap my arms around him. My heart speeds up, which makes the pounding in my head worse. But his chest is so warm beneath my cheek that it’s worth it. We sway back and forth a little, just like we do when he’s using his power to help me stay calm, like a dance that only we know the steps to. He’s not using his power on me now, but being close to him is enough.

“I’m going to try to talk to Agnes,” I say.

Redd kisses the top of my head and I follow him downstairs, trying to stem the pain in my head. My mom is on the couch watching the late-night news.

“Need anything, baby?” she asks. Her tone is light, her colors calm. We almost died, but for now she’s decided to believe I fell down some steps, so she’s not shaken up like we are. I try to keep that in mind.

I smile at her. “No, just gonna go talk to Agnes.”

“Good idea,” she says. “Tell her it wasn’t her fault you fell. She shouldn’t be so hard on herself.” I slip past her and twist the handle on the basement door, but it won’t open.

“Agnes, open the door,” I say as loud as I can inside my head.

Agnes doesn’t read me if I don’t want her to, but I hope that she’s listening. A few moments later, I can hear her footsteps on the basement steps. The lock clicks and I slip through the door as Agnes disappears back down the stairs.

The basement is dusty and a little too dark, but it’s our unofficial meeting place. Our mismatched collection of bookshelves is so full of different texts, we’ve started stacking the extras on the concrete floor. We’ve pooled our collection of books on the paranormal here—ghost stories, biographies, maps of the city, accounts of strange occurrences—and organized them by genre.

Agnes sits in one of the chairs in the center of the room. She’s crying, but her energy has returned to its resting state—flat black calm.

“Maybe one day you can teach me to do that,” I say as I walk across the room and sit down across from her.

“Do what?” she asks, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Keep my emotions in check,” I say. “Learn to find the calm.”

“Oh,” she says. “I thought you meant almost killing everyone I’ve ever loved or cared about.”

“Just so you know,” I begin, choosing my words carefully, “I’m okay. And I know you didn’t do it on purpose. I love you. And I’d do it all over again if I had to.” I think that covers all the bases.

“I’m glad you’re okay, but I’m not.” Agnes gazes off to the side. “I don’t remember most of it clearly. It was like I was watching myself from far away. But I know I lost control.”

“There was red,” I say. “The crimson kind.”

“Rage?” She seems surprised.

I nod as she sits back.

“And sadness,” I say. “Despair.” What it looked like, what it felt like, fills me with sorrow. She’s carrying all of that inside her and she doesn’t know what to do with it. “Agnes, you can talk to me. And if you don’t want to, I can find you someone, a professional. You don’t have to be ashamed—”

“I killed my parents, Moll.”

I know that’s where her sadness is rooted, but we hardly ever talk about it. It’s just too painful.

“It wasn’t your fault,” I say. “I know that doesn’t make it hurt any less, but you have to accept that it was an accident.”

“I keep telling myself that,” Agnes says. “Hannigan tells me it was an accident. But after what happened at the theater . . . I don’t know.”

Her colors flicker for a split second. I don’t want to be afraid of Agnes, but I can’t help it. I tense up.

Her head snaps up and tears fill her eyes. “I can’t stand it if that’s how you feel,” she says. “But I understand.”

She’s reading me, and I wish she wasn’t.

“I don’t know how to tell you that I love you and that I’m also a little afraid of you,” I say. “I hate feeling that way, but it’s not you, Agnes. How could I be afraid of someone who lives off lettuce and beans and roasted olives?”

She smiles, but there’s still sadness there.

“I lost control for a split second and it cost my parents their lives.” Her gaze shifts to the ceiling, like she’s reliving it. “I was a kid, you know? I didn’t get my way, I was mad about something stupid. They died right there. I killed them.”

I don’t know what to say to her that will make any real difference. What she did, even though I know in my gut it was an accident, can’t be undone. She’s the one who has to live with it, and who am I to tell her anything about how she should deal with something like that?

I stand up, and the way Agnes looks at me tells me she thinks I’m walking away from her. I go to her chair and crawl into the seat with her, wrap her up in my arms. The sadness builds in her chest, a watery blue orb draped in black.

“It’s not a coincidence that we all ended up here together,” I say. “You and Redd and Ossie are here for a reason.” I sigh. “The bindings help, right?”

Agnes shakes her head. “Not enough. You saved all of us. Even me. I could feel the emotions taking over, until you put a lid on them.”

We sit quietly for a moment. “Let’s go upstairs. Start analyzing the footage and the audio. Maybe we can figure out what triggered it. It’s not like you to lose control.”

Agnes nods. “Whatever that was on the stairs at the theater was the strangest thing.”

“You said you could read whatever it was but it wasn’t clear?” I asked. “Like it was in a different language or something?”

“Yeah, maybe,” Agnes says. “It was so muffled I couldn’t make it out at all. Hopefully we got something on tape.”

I stand and pull Agnes up with me. “We’ll figure it out together. Deal?”

I hug her tight, and we go up to my room where Redd and Ossie are already pulling out all our equipment.

“I’ve got everything hooked up,” says Redd. “The laptop, the good speakers. We can start going through it. There’s not a lot because we weren’t there long, but we can look at what we do have.”

I close and lock my bedroom door before we start with the EVP recordings.

Redd hits play on a recording titled “Moll EVP 1,” and my voice rings out of the speaker. “Is there anyone here with us? People saw a man and he is scaring the staff.”

“We don’t want any trouble,” Agnes’s voice says in the recording. “We want to help.”

Silence.

My voice rings out of the speaker again. “Who are you looking for?”

Agnes touches my arm softly. “Right here is where I heard that voice,” she says.

“Stop,” Redd says. “Stop the recording right there. You heard that, right?”

I rewind the tape. Ossie takes a step toward Agnes, his colors shifting to yellow, and she loops her arm around his shoulder. My heart races in my chest. I can hear Redd’s breath coming in quick spurts.

I stop at the time marker where Redd heard something, turn the volume up, and slow the playback speed. Ossie cups his hands over his ears, every bit the little kid he tries to insist he isn’t.

I press “Play.”
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Chapter 5

A woman’s voice, in a crackling whisper, erupts from the speakers. There is a low, pulsing, rhythmic string of words, a pause, and then a string of more unintelligible sounds. I press my hands down onto the top of my desk to keep them from trembling as a bolt of unease rips through me.

“That’s definitely a voice,” Redd says. “And it’s not any of us.”

“That’s not the man or the little girl either,” Agnes says. “This is a different voice entirely.”

“So this is something completely unrelated?” Redd asks. “A different entity altogether?”

I replay the audio. There’s a pause and then a faint whisper. I drag the audio file into an enhancement program, adjust the levels, and set the tempo to a slower rate. I play the clip again.

A woman says something, but I still can’t understand it. I write down the time stamp, isolate it, and copy it to the desktop so that I can come back to it.

“Let’s play back some video,” I say.

I pull up the files from the memory stick in Redd’s body cam, and we watch the events of the evening from his point of view. We watch as he goes down the stairs and into the main floor of the theater. We watch as he stops at the front of the theater, spins around, and sees a man—his figure a full twenty degrees colder than the chair he’s sitting in.

Clear as day, almost completely solid.

We’ve captured a full-bodied apparition on camera.

“You guys. This is the gold standard of paranormal evidence. We got it on film—” Before I can finish, the screen goes blank. “The hell?” I fumble with the cords, making sure everything is hooked up correctly. “Give me Agnes’s memory stick.”

Redd hands it to me and I upload the images. I see my own back as Agnes follows me into the main level of the theater, and then the screen goes dark again.

“This can’t be happening,” I say.

Agnes picks up her body cam. “It was on and working.”

“No. I know.” More than wanting to catch the man’s ghost on camera, I wanted to capture what happened to Agnes, and to me. I find my camera, pop out the memory stick, and put it in the computer.

I watch everything from my own perspective, all the way up to Agnes losing control and me trying desperately to help her. There’s a loud crack that almost busts out my speakers and then... nothing. The screen is blank again.

I slam my hand down on the table. “Seriously?”

“Wait.” Ossie points to the time signature. “It’s still running.”

The view from my body cam shifts and the camera tilts up, showing my face in profile. My eyes are closed as I lie on my side. Something comes into frame.

A face.

A woman’s face.

She has long black hair, and she is hazy around the edges like a watercolor painting. Her face hovers above mine. Her mouth is close to my ear. Her lips move silently.

My heart almost stops. The woman leans closer, muttering something I can’t understand, and then, much like the man and his young daughter, she simply vanishes. My camera goes dark, for real this time.

Redd reaches forward and closes the laptop, then looks me dead in the eye. “Hell. No.”

“Okay, wait,” I say, more to myself than anyone else. “Let’s all calm down a minute.” I turn to Ossie. “Maybe you shouldn’t look at this stuff. Maybe you should go to your room.”

“Who’s going upstairs alone?” Ossie asks, louder than necessary, a crack in his voice. “Not I. No ma’am.” He plants his foot on the floor. “Absolutely not.”

My thoughts are a jumble of questions. Who is this woman? What was she doing there? Why the hell didn’t our cameras work the way they were supposed to?

“I think she wanted to talk to you, Moll,” Agnes says. “She was right there next to you.”

The handle on my door turns.

My heart, already pounding wildly, almost bursts out of my chest.

“Oh, we’re locking doors now?” my mom calls from the hall.

Redd perches himself on my desk, blocking the equipment. Ossie kicks the duffel bags under my bed as I unlock the door and my mom saunters in.

“We having a family meeting?” she asks. “Why wasn’t I invited?”

“No grown-ups allowed?” Ossie offers.

She laughs a little. “I hate to kill the mood, but we all need to sit down for another binding, and the sooner the better.”

“Why?” asks Redd, an edge to his voice.

Mom sighs. “Redd, I know you’re against it, but that doesn’t mean everyone else is.”

We all have different ideas about the bindings, but Redd always protests the loudest.

“I don’t want to bind myself up anymore,” Redd says, crossing his arms defensively. Little swirl of red.

“We’ve been through this,” my mom says. “It’s the best way to—”

“To what?” Redd asks softly. He’s toeing the line between saying how he feels and being disrespectful. “To fit in? To pretend? I don’t want to do that, Hannigan.”

“Redd,” I start.

“No,” my mom says quietly. “Let him say what he has to say. I want to hear it.”

Her colors are steady, no flash of white. She means it, but Redd is swirling with emotions. I can see every one of them.

“Hannigan, I don’t want to fight,” says Redd, looking down at the floor.

“Really? Because it sure seems like you do,” my mom says. “I’m only trying to keep you safe.”

“From what?” Redd asks. “From myself?”

“Yes,” my mom snaps. She sighs and clasps her hands together in front of her. “I have tried everything I can to protect you. All of you.” She looks around at us. “You think the world is a safe place for people like us? It’s not. Can’t you let me do what I need to do and not ask questions?”

“I’ve heard you in your room,” Redd says. “You’re doing spell work all the time. What aren’t you telling us? You think you’re saving us from ourselves? Me and Ossie, Moll and Agnes—”

“Don’t put me in the middle of this,” I say as Redd turns to me, betrayal written across his face. I want to tell him that I get it, I really do, but I don’t want to be pitted against my mom.

“You’re already in the middle,” says Redd, holding back his frustrations. “You’ve been right in the middle since I got here.”

My mom leans against the wall, exhausted. “I love you. All of you. I’m doing the best I can, and sometimes it’s not enough. I have to keep you all safe, and I also know that what we are can be dangerous. It is dangerous if you don’t control it. It only takes one slipup, and people die. People have—” She stops herself, but I catch it when her gaze cuts to Ossie before refocusing on Redd. “Nobody is going to believe you when you tell them you lost control of your natural abilities and accidentally hurt someone. Out there, that’s not real.”

“Then maybe we should show them,” I say.

Everyone is quiet.

“Show them?” my mom asks.

“She’s right,” Redd says. “What if we show people what we can do? Maybe not right out in the open, not all at once, but—”

“I need to keep you safe,” my mom says, cutting him off. Her voice is laced with desperation. “I can’t do that if you’re out here showing off. Don’t you see how dangerous that could be?” She shakes her head and backs out of the room. “I can’t do this. Not right now.”

Ossie rounds on Redd. “Why do you do that? Why do you fight with her like that? She took us all in because we don’t fit anywhere else!” Ossie’s hands tremble, and he shoves them in his pockets. Agnes puts her arms around him, and a knot forms in my throat. It’s hard to see Ossie so upset. “She takes care of us,” Ossie says. “Why can’t you just let her?”

Redd slumps into my desk chair. “I know what she’s done for us. I love her, I swear I do, but I’m worried. Whatever she’s doing, the spells, the rituals, it’s all because she’s scared to death of something and I think—” He stops short.

“What?” I ask. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s us,” Redd says. “I think she’s afraid of us.”

A ripple of guilt rushes through me. This has always been my biggest fear. That somehow our gifts would become too overwhelming for her, too much of a burden. I worry that she knows I sometimes have to keep myself from pushing against the bindings when I get upset. I’m ashamed that without her bindings holding my power in check, I could be a monster. I think maybe she knows that.

Agnes looks down at Ossie, brushing his unkempt mess of curls away from his face. “Want to sleep in my room tonight?”

His face lights up. Sometimes I forget how much of a kid he actually is.

“Go get your blankets and meet me in there,” Agnes says.

Ossie squeezes her around the waist and then shoots Redd a dagger of a glance before heading up to his room.

I watch the swirling mix of emotions on Redd’s chest form a tight black ball like the one Agnes is so good at manifesting.

“I can’t blame my mom for being afraid,” I say. “She knows what we are capable of without the bindings. I’m afraid sometimes, too.”

“No,” says Redd. “Her fear is a choice.”

“It’s so easy to judge, isn’t it?” His accusatory tone pisses me off. “Like you’re some kind of a perfect person. You’re not. I’m not. And neither is she, but this is what we have. This is what we’ve got.” I’m out of breath. I’m trying to decide if I want to pull myself together or let out all the things I’m feeling. Agnes gets up, gives me a little nudge, and goes out of the room. Redd shakes his head.

“She has her reasons,” I finally say. “The bindings help. Why do you want me to be mad at her for that?” I think of Carrie Anne. As much as the limits of my power tempt me, they also scare the shit out of me. I don’t want to hurt the people I care about. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I shudder at the thought of how far I almost went on the bus the other day. “It’s for our own good.”

“You know it’s not right,” Redd says. “That’s why you’re lying to her about what we’re doing with The Oculus. This is the same thing.”

“No, it’s not,” I say. What I don’t say: I need my mom’s help, because I’m terrified of who I am without it, and I think she is, too.

But it’s like he can read it on my face, because Redd stands and stares at me with tears in his eyes. “I don’t really think it matters if you push yourself a little farther than you should sometimes,” he says. “You’re not a bad person. You’re just trying to figure out who you are when you’re whole, but you can’t be whole if you’re bound.”

I don’t want to talk anymore. I brush past Redd to snatch my laptop off the desk and leave the room.

As I pass by Agnes’s door, I peek inside. Agnes is reading aloud from Peter Pan as Ossie organizes his pillows and blankets at the end of her bed. I pause and take a deep breath. I’m angry with Redd, with the entire situation, but hearing Agnes read that story makes me feel like maybe for one second we’re just normal people with issues like everybody else.

“You know Peter Pan is a ghost, right?” Ossie’s voice rings out. “He comes to collect the souls of dead children and then he takes them to the afterlife. That’s why Hook hates him. Peter probably took Hook’s kid to the afterlife and Hook hated him for it. Also, Peter is a grown man in a kid’s body, so... yeah. He’s a weirdo ghost.”

Well, maybe not normal. But normal for us.

I sit in the living room until the house grows quiet. It’s past midnight before I go back up to my room and close my door behind me. I sit my laptop on my desk and sprawl out across my bed. I can’t clear my head, and my temples are throbbing.

There’s a rustling in the hall and I sit bolt upright.

Footsteps approach my door. The floorboards creak under the weight of whoever it is.

I hold my breath. A piece of folded paper slides into my room from under the door. I get up and collect it. It’s a sketch of me and Agnes, our arms around each other, my braids pulled up on top of my head, both of us smiling. Redd is so talented it’s almost unfair. The drawing is in colored pencil, just a sketch, but it captures both of us exactly as we are, right down to the little swirl of light brown in the center of my left eye and the little gold hoop in my nose. I pin the drawing to the bulletin board over my desk and lie back down. This is Redd’s way of saying sorry, or at least saying let’s not fight anymore.

Footsteps in the hallway again. I wait for another piece of paper to slide under the door, but as the steps trail to my door, they stop.

“Redd?” I call out softly.

The floorboards creak like someone is shifting their weight from one foot to the other. I quickly get up and pull the door open.

“Redd, if you want to talk—” I stop short.

There is no one there. Not Redd or anybody else. I stick my head into the hall and am greeted by a pocket of icy cold air. My heart sputters. I hold my breath as the cold creeps under my skin.

“Who’s there?” I whisper. My throat is so tight the words can barely escape.

There is no answer.

I shut my door—lock it, and crawl under the covers.
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Binding is an ancient practice. A lot of times people think it’s in the same vein as cursing and hexing, but the truth is that the intent of the binding makes all the difference. Traditionally, bindings have been used to keep people from doing harm to others. Someone sending bad vibes your way? Bind them. Someone trying to move in on your partner? Bind them. Someone actively trying to hurt you? Bind them.

This is how the working has traditionally been done, but there are many people who believe you can use it in a different, even positive way. It can be used to bind something within yourself. A habit or tendency that you don’t like, for example. If you smoke, you can use a binding to keep the urge to do it under control. If you have a tendency toward anger, you can use a binding to keep your emotions in check. It sounds like a winning strategy, but like everything in magic and in nature, there is an equal and opposite reaction.

Often, the things we want to bind up are opportunities for us to better ourselves, but we are so afraid of them that we seek to shield ourselves from their effects. Sometimes, binding things within us is like caging a wild animal and starving it. If those bonds should ever be broken, purposely or accidentally, the beast would be free and ravenous, and we would have no understanding of how to stop it. So is binding good or bad? The answer may lie somewhere in between.
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Chapter 6

Try to picture it contained, in a box, a vault, whatever feels right.” My mom’s voice is a whisper as I pass by Agnes’s bedroom the next morning. I tiptoe closer and listen in for a minute.

“It feels like there isn’t anything strong enough to hold it,” Agnes says in the same hushed tone.

“You’re strong enough,” my mom says. “Picture yourself containing it.”

Mom sits with Agnes at least twice a week. She’s able to wrap our gifts up and keep them from overwhelming us. But like a shoelace, those bindings need to be retied. Often. Especially for Agnes.

“We need to sit together later,” I hear my mom say. “All of us.”

“We haven’t done a group binding in a while,” Agnes says.

“I know.” My mom’s voice is low, almost sad. “But I think we need to start doing it again.”

I leave them and go to the front door, slipping on my shoes before walking out into the cool morning air. I need some space and a minute to think. I’m halfway down the block when I hear footsteps on the sidewalk behind me.

“I’m sorry,” Redd says as he jogs up beside me, a piece of toast in his outstretched hand like an offering. I glance at him, check his colors. He’s being honest. “How’s your head?”

“It still hurts,” I say. I sit down on a low wall that rings our neighbor’s front garden, then glance over at him and accept the toast. I can’t stay mad.

Things are different with Redd. Ossie and Agnes are like my siblings. We’ve been together almost our whole lives, but Redd only came to live with us a year and a half ago. The same woman who helped place Agnes and Ossie with us brought Redd to us, too. Mrs. Harris, a woman with the ability to create fire in the palms of her hands, is a social worker who made sure kids like Agnes and Redd and Ossie would be with people who understood them. She called my mom one night and told her a young man had been found loitering in front of the social services agency. Ever since the boy showed up, people who’d worked there for years forgot where their offices were, how to use the vending machines, forgot to go home when their shifts were over. When he came to live with us, he had almost no memory of where he’d come from or why he’d stood outside the agency day after day.

From day one at our house, he had an unsettling ability to make us forget the most basic things. Mom spent days working on him, binding him up, telling him that what he could do was a gift but one that needed to be guarded carefully. Redd and I hit it off instantly—he could draw and was curious about the world and more than anything he was curious about us and the things we could do. Now, a year and a half later, I feel a knot in my stomach when he looks at me. When he hugs me, I don’t want him to let go, and I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with that.

There’s a sudden rustle in the hedge behind us, and Redd scrambles to his feet.

“What is it?” he shrieks, and I have to bite my lip so I don’t burst out laughing. “Is it a—”

“I can’t tell.” I peer into the hedge. “I think it’s a rat.”

Redd’s slide flies off his foot and lands upside down on the sidewalk as he sprints back to the house. In the hedge, there’s no toothy rat-tailed beast, only a small black cat. It comes out, little pieces of grass and leaves clinging to its paws, walks straight up to me, and sits in my lap.

“Excuse you,” I say, more amused than I should be. It purrs loudly as it curls into a tight little coil. I nudge it. It doesn’t move. I scoop it up and set it gently in the grass. It looks at me like I drop-kicked it into a trash can.

I pick up Redd’s shoe and walk back to the house. The cat follows me, hopping off the wall and circling my ankles. I go up the front steps, and my new little friend is right behind me as I push the front door open. Redd is pacing the living room, one shoe still on, a fiery yellow ball of fear blazing at his chest.

“Guess what?” I say, smiling wide.

“What?” His voice cracks. “Nah. I don’t wanna know. You know what, tell me. What?”

I gesture for the cat to follow me inside and Redd hits the stairs like he’s practicing for a track meet. He catches sight of the cat as he’s about to take the top four stairs in one leap. I finally let a laugh escape me even though I feel a little bad about how scared he is.

“Not funny!” he half screams. “You had me thinking that you had some demon creature follow you home.”

“Demon creature?” If I don’t sit down I’m gonna piss myself from laughing so hard. The cat follows me inside and I fall into the sofa. “I brought your shoe.” I look back at him, and he glances down at his foot. He doesn’t even realize it had come off and I almost lose it again.

“You play too much,” he says. He disappears into the kitchen as Agnes comes down the stairs and sinks into the couch next to me.

“Morning. What’s his problem?” she asks, gesturing to the kitchen.

“I was joking with him and took things a little too far.”

Agnes stares into the kitchen. “He’s already forgiven you, in case you were wondering.” The hollows under her eyes are deep and dark. She leans her head back and closes her eyes. “We did another binding.” She sighs and glances toward the stairs. “Hannigan still has no idea what happened at the theater, but she’s worried about me. She says it feels like the bindings aren’t working like they used to.”

“What do you think?” I ask.

Agnes shakes her head. “When I was little and she would do it, afterward I felt like I could take on the world, like I was in control. But this”—she puts her hand over her chest—“it’s growing. It’s like a wildfire, spreading and burning, and it feels like...” She trails off, looking down at the floor.

“Like what?” A little shiver runs through me.

“It’s like I’m being consumed by it, if that makes sense. It’s bigger than me.” Sadness envelops her like a thick fog, blue tendrils infiltrating her colors. I put my hand on hers, and the cat uncoils himself and trots over to Agnes. “Where’d you find him?” she asks.

“He followed me home,” I say.

“He’s cute,” Agnes says. “Are we keeping him?” She strokes his back and he sits down in her lap, nodding off again. Agnes’s colors shift to dark jade, happy green melded with calm black.

“Maybe. I’ll run it by Mom.” I already know she’ll say yes. I tell Agnes to holler if she needs me, and I go upstairs to see if I can make anything more out of the recordings before the group binding.

In the hall outside my bedroom door the radiator cabinet sits open, an empty mousetrap inside. Tripped, but no little rodent body smashed inside. I know Ossie has gotten to it, but I wonder if it had been dead or alive when he found it.

I sit at my desk just as Redd sticks his head in.

“You have a minute to look at my computer?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “But check this out first.” A small black box sits on my desk. I scoop it up and toss it to him.

He turns the spirit box over in his hands. “Wow. I thought this thing was done for good.”

“So did I. But I fixed the dial so it won’t get stuck on one channel and replaced the entire battery mechanism. It’s good as new.”

“Nice,” he says, beaming.

I follow him out to the hallway and up the narrow staircase that leads to the attic. It’s a big open space with exposed beams running across the ceiling, and there’s a makeshift room divider made of sheets strung up between Redd’s and Ossie’s halves of the room. I quickly walk past Ossie’s side. I know he probably has some sort of disgusting creature hidden in a cage somewhere in there. That’s his thing. He likes creepy-crawlies, and Mom has to keep on him about not bringing mice and rats, diseased or otherwise, into the house.

Redd’s side of the room is neat, clean, and smells like his cologne. There’s a line of mousetraps precisely aimed at the bottom of the curtain and a high-frequency pest control device plugged into the exposed outlet. I sit down at the little desk in the corner and open his laptop.

“Please tell me you’re not running Vista on this thing.”

He shrugs. “I mean, it works.”

I close the laptop. “That’s the problem. You gotta throw the whole thing away.”

“Are you serious?” He looks genuinely upset, and even though I’m joking, I’m never going to let him forget this.

“I mean, sort of,” I say, opening it back up. “Windows stopped supporting this in 2017. But let me look at a few things.” I move the cursor around, type something into the search bar. I run a quick scan to check for viruses.

“So what’s the verdict?” he asks.

I swivel around on the chair. “You probably need a new hard drive. You should back up anything you want to keep before it crashes and you lose everything. I can fix it, but you have to let me update the operating system or I’ll never speak to you again.”

“Okay, well, that’s not something I can ever let happen,” he says, smiling.

There he is. Behind that mask of stubbornness is the Redd I know and care about more than anything.

“I’m gonna order the parts,” I say, taking out my phone and adding everything I need from eBay.

“I’ll pay for it,” Redd says.

I hand him the phone and he taps the screen a few more times before handing it back. When I look at my cart, I see he’s added an entire outfit for our new cat to the order. I burst into a fit of laughter, and Redd’s colors shift to orange.

“You love him already,” I say. “Admit it.”

“Moll! Redd!” my mom’s voice rings out from downstairs.

Redd’s mouth turns down. I take him by the hand and pull him toward the stairs before he can protest.

Downstairs, Mom stands in the doorway to the kitchen, holding the cat in her arms. It bats at her outstretched hand as she scratches its belly.

“He needs food,” she says. “And a litter box. And guess who’s not going to be in charge of cleaning it?” She points to herself, and the cat purrs loudly. He’s reeling her in and she’s letting him, her colors bright green. She nuzzles him then stiffens up, scrunching up her nose. “He needs a bath, too.”

“I’ll take care of him,” I say. “I promise.”

She puts the cat down and takes a deep breath. I realize that the curtains are drawn and Agnes and Ossie are on the couch.

“Come sit down,” my mom says.

Redd clenches his jaw.

“Right now?” I ask, sensing Redd’s hesitation.

She shoots Redd a pointed glance. “I thought if I waited you’d find a way to avoid it.”

Redd sits down on the couch and I sit on the floor. My mom sits down across from me. She has a single black candle and a spool of thread in her lap. She doesn’t need much else. Her power might not be as dramatic as ours, but it’s just as potent.

“I know we haven’t done a group binding in a long time,” my mom says. “We’re going to continue to work together individually, but a group binding, maybe once a month, will help shore things up.”

Redd huffs in protest but doesn’t say anything. A ball of watery red collects at his chest. A muted sort of anger. My mom’s colors are matte black, so calm it’s almost unnatural. She studies each of us for a moment before lighting the candle and taking the thread up an arm’s length at a time. She cuts the string into four equal lengths.

“You know the drill,” Mom says.

Agnes and Ossie immediately reach up and pluck a single strand of hair from their heads and hand them to my mother. Redd shakes his head but reluctantly repeats the gesture. I take loose one of my braids and pull out a single hair. Agnes helps me re-braid it as my mom lights the candle and bundles the loose strands together, twisting them into knots alongside the string as she speaks.

“I bind the powers of these children,” she says, her voice low, monotone, imbued with all the power she herself possesses. It sends a chill racing up my back. “With each knot, let their abilities be bound.”

There is a viselike grip around my chest as she speaks. It isn’t painful, just mildly uncomfortable, but Ossie squirms around in his seat. Agnes breathes deep. Redd looks down at the floor.

“With each knot, let their abilities be bound,” my mom repeats.

“How can we have control if we’re bound up?” Redd snaps. “This makes no sense.”

My mom knots the string again, looking him directly in the eye.

“I don’t want to do this,” says Redd. He stands up. This time the red at his chest is blazing.

“Let them be bound.” My mom does not falter.

Redd turns his back on us and disappears upstairs. My mom murmurs something under her breath and puts the knotted string in her pocket before pinching out the candle.

“Mom—”

She holds up her hand. She doesn’t want to talk. She goes to her room without another word.

“He’s throwing a fit?” Ossie huffs. “Y’all always tell me I’m acting like a baby, but what about Redd?”

I feel like I’m standing on a line with Redd on one side and my mom on the other, both of them asking me to make a choice. I don’t want to do that. I understand where they’re both coming from, but I can’t allow these bindings to be broken. I don’t know what I might become—or maybe I do, and that’s what scares me more than anything else.

[image: ]
The parts for Redd’s computer, alongside the cat’s new outfit, get delivered the next day. I take Redd’s laptop apart in layers, arranging the pieces on my bedroom floor. He watches me from his perch on my bed like I’m performing a magic act.

I think for a minute. “I’ve got an idea for a better spirit box.”

“What’s wrong with the one you fixed up?” he asks.

I uncover the hard drive of his computer and start removing the half dozen tiny screws that hold it in place. “When the spirit box is sweeping frequencies, it makes a clicking sound. It’s subtle but that, mixed with the white noise, can make you think you hear something when there’s actually nothing there.”

“What did Agnes say she heard one time when we were testing it out in the basement?” Redd asks. “Krabby Patties?”

I grin. “And unless our house was being haunted by the ghost of SpongeBob, I’m pretty sure that wasn’t it. Like I said, the clicking creates distortions. We want to be accurate, right? We don’t want to be like those people on TV who get possessed every episode and hear things that weren’t even said.” I sigh. “I don’t want this to be a joke, or just engagement-bait. I want to understand paranormal phenomena better, maybe understand myself a little better.”

“I hear you,” says Redd. “Hey, remember the time—”

“Stop.” I cut him off. “I know what you’re gonna say, and I promised Ossie I would never say anything else about it. Ever.”

Redd leans forward and looks at me with a mischievous little smirk. His big brown eyes lighting up. “Everybody passes gas, Moll.”

“They sure do,” I say unflinchingly. “But during a mock investigation? And while the EVP recorder is on, and Ossie listening to the playback?”

“It was a perfect storm.” Redd can barely contain himself. “I’m never gonna let it go. It makes me smile every time I think about it.”

“Well, you’re not the one who had to tell Ossie that the entire conversation he heard coming from beyond the grave was really me pootin’ it up all night long.” We’d set up all of our equipment while Mom was out one night to give it a test run. We treated it like it was a real investigation, and Ossie had been so serious.

Redd laughs and doubles over, wrapping his arms around his waist. His skin takes on a warm ruddy color when he gets worked up. “We should have aimed the FLIR at you. What do you think we would have seen, Moll? A hot-ass cloud of gas right behind you?”

“Shut up,” I tease. “Ossie’s little heart was broken. Poor baby. At least I know I shouldn’t eat mozzarella sticks and pizza right before an investigation.”

“You thought you were being slick,” Redd says through his laughter.

“Shut up!” I say, swiping at his leg.

My phone buzzes. Someone has used the contact form on our website again. I set the parts of Redd’s computer on the floor and go to my laptop, pulling up the email.

Agnes comes into my room, cradling the cat. “I’m naming him Mr. Covington the Third. Mr. C for short.” She scratches behind his ears, and he purrs loudly.

I read the first few lines of the email and then glance at Agnes, who’s peering over my shoulder.

“Another investigation?” she asks, a distinct ring of apprehension in her voice.

I scoop up my laptop. “Let’s go downstairs.”

Redd and Agnes trail me to the basement. I flip the switch and the overhead lights flicker on. Redd and Agnes crowd in as I open the email and read it aloud.

“My name’s Ethan Kennedy. I own a coffee shop in the city, and I think you might be able to help me with some issues I’ve been having. Please give me a call.”

He leaves his number at the bottom. I don’t want to waste any time. I take out my phone.

“Wait,” Redd says. “You’re gonna call him? What are you gonna say?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “He contacted us. I’ll let him do the talking.” I dial the number and put the phone on speaker so we can all hear.

“Hello?” a groggy voice answers.

“Is this Ethan Kennedy?” I ask.

“Who’s asking?”

Agnes closes her eyes and concentrates. She can sometimes read someone over the phone if she tries hard enough.

“This is Moll. I run The Oculus.”

“Oh,” he says. “You got my email.”

I glance at Agnes, who still has her eyes closed.

“Yeah, I’m here with my—uh—my team, and we were hoping to get some more information about your situation.”

There’s a pause. “Yeah, sure. I own a coffee shop called Alister’s. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

“Nope,” says Redd flippantly.

Another pause. “I get lots of customers. It’s an out-of-the-way place, but word of mouth is the best advertising, you know?”

“So your popular coffee shop is the problem?” I ask, exchanging a look with Redd.

“Well, no. No, it’s just, look, this is going to sound crazy, but I’ve had a few people tell me they’ve felt some kind of presence.”

“You think it’s haunted?” I ask.

“That wouldn’t be that big a deal, right? Lots of haunted places in the city. It might bring me some more customers.” Ethan takes a deep breath. “But sometimes people get confused when they’re in the shop too long.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I run Alister’s out of an old Victorian,” Ethan says. “Eighteen hundreds construction. There are a lot of rooms, closets. People sort of get lost.”

“Inside the house?” I ask. I’m not sure I understand, but my interest is piqued.

“I know how it sounds,” says Ethan. “But look, I’ll find people in rooms that are off-limits. They say they don’t know how they got there.”

“Have you had the gas lines checked?” Agnes asks. “Carbon monoxide detectors all working?”

Ethan huffs. “I wouldn’t be calling if it was something stupid. I’m concerned and I don’t know who else to contact.”

The door at the top of the stairs creaks open, and footsteps come bounding down. I put the phone on mute, and we all try to act like we’re just hanging out. When Ossie pops up at the bottom of the stairs, we all relax a little.

“What’s going on?” Ossie asks.

I press my finger to my lips and take the phone off mute. “What is it you want us to do?” He’s not being super clear about what he thinks is happening.

“Come see for yourself,” he says. “The whole place has a weird vibe. Maybe you can find out what’s causing it and get rid of it. If you don’t think you can help, then that’ll be the end of it. I’m at 744 Spring Street. Can you come by on Sunday after five?”

“We’ll stop by and see what we can do,” I say.

“Great!” Ethan says. “See you then.” He hangs up.

“Another investigation?” Ossie asks. “We should start charging people.”

“We’re definitely doing this?” Agnes asks.

“I want to,” I say. “But I understand if you don’t.” I gently touch her arm. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m fine with it,” Agnes says. “If that changes, I’ll tell you.”

We nod in agreement. “Let’s see if we can find anything on the address he gave us,” I say.

I grab my copy of Haunted Places, Volume 6, and leaf through to see if there is any mention of a hot spot in the area Ethan says the house is in. There isn’t anything obvious, so I shelve the book and pick up a different one.

“I can’t find anything,” Redd says as he stares down at his phone.

I nod and thumb through another book. Mr. C nuzzles my ankle, and Ossie comes over and scoops him up.

“Hey, Moll?” he asks, his big brown eyes studying me. He keeps his thick curly hair in a bun on top of his head. Redd insists he keep his lineup clean, but his eyebrows are bushy and make him look angry, even though I can see he’s calm, if not a little worried.

“What’s on your mind, Ossie?” I ask.

He shifts from one foot to the other. “The theater at the college was haunted. Do you think this new place is, too?”

“Maybe,” I say. “But I wouldn’t worry too much.”

Ossie looks thoughtful. “Do you think this new place has a rodent problem?” He doesn’t even try to hide how hopeful he is.

Before he started taking all his classes online, he got made fun of at school for his hobbies—collecting bugs and vermin, keeping the specimens in jars in his room. I took it upon myself to make the kids who teased him sorry they were ever born, even though he could have done it himself. He could send a flood of rats to their houses. He could send mice and lemmings and voles crawling through their water mains. But he didn’t. He’s sweet like that.

“I doubt it,” I say. “The guy says it’s a coffee shop. I don’t think the owner would allow rats or mice to mess up his cash flow.”

Ossie looks disappointed.

“But you never know, Oz,” Agnes offers. “He says the house is old, which means it probably has a big basement or an attic.”

His face lights up and the bloom at his chest is emerald green as he rubs Mr. C’s belly.

“He’s already spoiled rotten,” I say. “Where’s his outfit?”

“His what?” Ossie asks, the green at his chest intensifying.

“Redd got him an outfit,” I say. “It came in the box with the computer parts. Go check my room.”

Ossie bolts up the stairs, Mr. C in his arms, a huge smile plastered on his face. I know the next time I see Mr. C, he’ll be wearing his new little outfit, flat cap and all.





One of the Most Terrifying EVPs Ever Captured
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In 2010, a group of paranormal investigators were asked to investigate a one-hundred-year-old hotel in upstate New York. Being one of the oldest and most trusted teams of ghost hunters in the entire state, they agreed to take the case.

What the group encountered was beyond anything they had ever experienced. These were seasoned professionals, and what they captured that day shook them to their cores. The EVP they recorded is one of the most haunting and terrifying pieces of paranormal activity ever captured.

The recording begins with the background noise from the crew. They have a conversation amongst themselves as they begin their investigation. When the audio is amplified and these conversations are quieted, you can hear two distinct voices that do not belong to anyone who was present at the investigation.

The conversation begins with one voice saying, “Please. I didn’t know.” The other voice responds, saying, “You knew. You have always known.” And then, suddenly, a deafening sound is captured. Part scream, part moan, it was heard audibly in the room at the time of the recording. The investigative team, shaken by the noise, are gathering their equipment when the second half of the EVP is captured. It’s the sound of someone fighting for their life. A voice screams, “Help me!” over and over while noises like furniture being tipped over and glass being broken sound in the background. And then, at the very tail end of the EVP, the most terrifying part of the entire recording is captured.

A laugh.

It begins low, barely audible, and then builds. The most wicked, evil kind of laughter you could think of, accompanied by a noise like something heavy being dragged across the floor.

The EVP has been analyzed by audio experts in three different countries. There is no viable explanation for what caused it, and the team that captured it refused to go back to the hotel.
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Chapter 7

I have a nightmare about the woman from the theater footage. In the dream, I sit in the middle of the theater, the screen in front of me blank. I look to my right. The man we had cleared from the place is holding his daughter’s hand. They smile at me. The little girl waves and I wave back. They disappear. A whisper just over my shoulder sends a chill up my back. I turn to see the woman from the tape in the seat next to me, staring straight ahead, her lips moving as if she’s saying something, but no sound comes out.

“Who are you?” I ask.

She turns her head slowly. The hollow sockets where her eyes should be are cavernous. Her skin is shriveled and sunken, and she looks more like a skeleton than a ghost or spirit. A full mane of wavy black hair frames her face and spills down over her shoulders, a gray ball of energy at her chest. She raises a long bony hand, and I scramble backward, falling between the rows of seats. She crouches over me, grabs my ankle, and pulls me to her.

She lowers her face to mine and opens her mouth. The stench of death wafts off her. Then suddenly I’m standing in the projection room. I look around frantically, my heart crashing in my chest. The old-fashioned projector comes alive, whirring and sputtering, its long conical beam casting through a porthole-like window and down onto the screen below. I peer through the viewing window.

On the screen is the woman. Her body jerks unnaturally as a garbled sound rings out. She’s speaking, but I still can’t understand any of it. The light from the projector burns brighter and brighter until the woman is no longer visible. I throw my hands up in front of my face to shield myself from the blinding light.

I awake to the sun slanting through my window, my heart still racing as I sit straight up and glance at my phone. It’s only eight in the morning. Falling back into my pillow, I try to clear my head, but the image of the woman with the black hair is seared into my mind.

I can’t get back to sleep, so I roll out of bed and log into my online class, send the reading material to myself so I can go through it on my phone, then go shower. My head still throbs, but the knot has gone down, and the pain is more of a dull ache than a searing-hot poker. When I’m done, I peek inside Agnes’s room. Ossie is in there again, knocked out at the foot of her bed, a puddle of drool forming on the blanket.

Downstairs, Redd is asleep on the living room floor. Pencils and sketch paper litter the rug around him. I toss a pencil at his back. He groans and turns over, his eyes fluttering open as he clutches at his right hip.

“It feels like somebody kicked me in my spine,” he says.

“You slept all night on the wood floor,” I say. “I’m surprised you can even move at all.”

He rolls up to a sitting position. “I’m gonna need some Tylenol or something.”

“Hang on a second,” I say.

In the kitchen I make myself a bagel and grab two Tylenol for Redd before returning to the couch, where he’s sitting like he’s afraid he’s going to break if he moves too fast. I flip on the TV and hand the pills to Redd. When Agnes comes downstairs and sits with us, I hand her half my bagel.

“Ossie snores,” she says. “Did you know that?”

“Yeah,” Redd says. “You gotta make sure he sleeps on his side.”

“He farts, too,” she says. “It’s gross.”

“He sleeps like the dead,” says Redd. “He be knocked out in our room just drooling and pootin’ it up all night. The funk is unnatural, I’m telling you.”

“Yikes,” I say as Agnes shakes her head.

A stern-looking blonde woman in a blue blazer on the TV reports the breaking news. “A missing persons report has been filed with the Portland Police Department for Harley Dean. She was last seen in Northeast Portland.”

Agnes mutes the television and closes her eyes. The muscle over her temple flexes. “This one’s still alive, I think. She’s in a bad state, though.”

“Where is she?” I ask.

“I can’t tell,” Agnes says. Her brow furrows. “But I hope they get to her soon. It’s weird.”

Agnes avoids the news most of the time. Sometimes she can read someone by hearing their name or seeing their picture, and most of the time the news is bad when it comes to missing people. It weighs on her, and she feels guilty that she can’t help everyone.

She turns the volume back up. “Anyone with information is asked to call the Portland Police Department.”

Redd slowly gets up and waddles into the kitchen.

“What’s wrong with him?” Agnes asks.

“He fell asleep on the floor,” I say. “He’s jacked up.”

Agnes laughs, and I head into the kitchen to put my plate in the sink. Redd pours himself a cup of coffee and gulps it down.

“That’s gross,” I say. “No creamer?”

“I don’t want to dilute it,” he says. “I need a caffeine IV drip to stay awake.” He raises his hands over his head in a stretch, and the smooth brown skin of his stomach pokes out from beneath his T-shirt.

“I never got the chance to thank you for the drawing you left me,” I say, excavating my thoughts from the gutter. “It’s really good.”

He strums his fingers across the plain of the counter. “I’m glad you like it.” He squints at me. “You look burnt-out, Moll. You sleep okay?”

I shake my head. “Not really.” I tell him about the strange dream I had, that I still can’t get out of my head. “I know it sounds weird, but as scared as I was, I didn’t feel like she was trying to hurt me or even scare me.”

“No?” Redd asks. “Just a ghost lady haunting your dreams. No big deal.”

“You haunt my dreams,” says Agnes sarcastically as she sits down at the table. “I have this nightmare where you make me listen to Yanni for hours and hours, and I scream and yell, but you just turn it up louder.”

“Yanni is the shit,” Red says. “Don’t disrespect him like that.”

“What year was Yanni popular anyway?” Agnes asks. “It’s gotta be the nineties, right? Before my time. It sounds like the music you listen to when you’re on a quest to find a magical elf king or something.”

“What are you even saying?” Redd asks. He gets irritated when Agnes gives him a hard time about his music. “I can’t like music that’s from olden times?”

“You can,” Agnes says. “I don’t have to like it, though.”

“Anyways,” I say a little louder than I’d intended. Redd and Agnes glare at each other and then turn their attention back to me. “I’m going to go back over that EVP and see if I can figure it out.”

“Let me know if you need any help,” says Redd.

“Yeah, same here,” says Agnes. “And about the other night—I know we’re pretending like everything is okay even though I know it’s not, so I wanted to say for the record that I’m sorry I put you in danger. I love you both.”

I go to her and put my arms around her. “I love you, too.”

I stick out my arm, and Redd embraces us both.

“Excuuuuuse me?” Ossie comes into the kitchen and stands tapping his foot by the fridge. “Nobody was gonna invite me to the group hug?”

“Awwww,” I say playfully. “Come here.”

“No,” says Ossie. “I don’t even want a hug now.”

Redd breaks off and catches Ossie around the waist as he tries to run out, scooping him up under his knees and carrying him like a very large baby. Ossie twists and kicks, trying to get free.

“Don’t struggle,” says Redd. “It’ll only make things worse.” He carries him over to me, and I plant a kiss on his forehead, making sure my fingers find the little place on his belly that makes him laugh like a hyena.

“Okay!” Ossie shouts, stifling his own laughter.

Redd sets him down. The same opalescent ball is on everyone’s chest. It’s always made sense to me that the color of love is a combination of all the other colors on the spectrum blended together, like a rainbow.

My mom appears in the doorway, a bright orb of blue at her chest. We all fall away from each other.

“What are we celebrating?” she asks. She leans against the doorframe, her mouth drawn into a tight line.

I grab ahold of her and pull her close to us. She hugs Redd, kisses Ossie, and gently touches Agnes’s cheek. But the colors at her chest are still bright blue.

“What is going on?” I ask her.

She shakes her head. Redd steps away, giving her arm a quick squeeze. He goes out into the living room.

“Come on, Ossie,” Agnes says, and she leaves with him out the back door.

My mom gets a glass of water, and we sit down across from each other at the table. My heart ticks up.

I stare at the blue on her chest. “Why are you so sad?”

“I’m not,” she says.

“Please don’t lie to me like I can’t see exactly how you’re feeling.”

“I’m not lying,” she says. “It’s... complicated.”

“I know the bindings and workings have been wearing you out. I know it’s a lot, all of us needing your help all the time.”

“That’s not it,” she says firmly.

“You say that, but I always feel like there’s something between us that neither one of us wants to say. I know it’s me.”

She shakes her head no, but the ball at the center of her chest turns white.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “If you’re afraid of me, of what I can do, I understand, but—”

“Stop,” my mother says forcefully, her entire frame rigid. “Please stop. It’s not like that. I love you. I’ve just been burning the candle at both ends. That’s a choice I’ve made. It’s how I cope.”

“Cope with what?” I ask. “Tell me.”

She leans forward, and for a split second, I think she’s going to be completely open with me. But something dark passes over her face, and a burst of yellow blooms at her chest.

“I know that I keep you close,” she says. “Maybe a little too close. You’re teenagers and I know you don’t always need me to keep an eye on you.”

“I’m always gonna need you,” I say.

She smiles, and there is green in the bloom at her chest. “I’m trying to balance keeping you safe and letting you have some freedom, but I won’t lie. It’s a struggle.”

This is the most open she’s been with me in a while. It’s nice.

“We’re not your typical teenagers,” I say. “Makes sense that you’re stressed. You’re trying to keep us from killing people, not just worrying about if we’re partying or something like that.”

“You’re not partying, are you?” she asks.

I laugh a little, and she does, too. “No,” I say. “You don’t have to worry about us. At least not about that.”

She pushes her chair back and stands. “Promise me you’ll do your best to keep yourself safe.”

“I promise,” I say.

She kisses me on the head and then disappears into the living room.

Agnes sticks her head in the back door and clears her throat. “Sorry to bother you, but we’ve got something going on out here that you need to see.”

I follow her out behind the house. The small yard is a perfect square closed in on all sides with a six-foot-high fence. We like our privacy and do what we can to let our nosy-ass neighbors know we don’t want them peeking in on us. The front of our house is flanked by two ancient-looking white birch trees that the city keeps neatly pruned, but the trees in the back are a different story. A massive black walnut tree stands in the rear corner with its branches reaching out like tentacles in all directions and covering the small yard with its canopy. Ossie sits on a stone bench under the latticework arch, scowling.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

Agnes crosses her arms over her chest. “Tell her.”

Ossie doesn’t look up. “Mr. C is getting on my nerves.”

“Don’t blame him,” Agnes says. “You’re just mad he sniffed out your dirty little secret.”

“Are you gonna tell Hannigan?” Ossie asks.

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” I ask.

Agnes mean mugs Ossie.

“Fine,” Ossie says sharply. He scoots off the bench and plops down in the grass. “Come out.”

There’s a rustling in the shrubs. I immediately step back, and so does Agnes, which leaves me terrified. Agnes doesn’t fear much. Spiders, mice, even the occasional garter snake—she doesn’t think twice about picking them up and flinging them outside when the odd one shows up in the house. Now, she looks like she might take off running.

Mr. C skids out from around the side of the house and snakes his way between my ankles. Something emerges from the shrubbery, and I don’t know what I’m actually looking at.

A tangle of rats, bound together like the spokes on a bike with their tails connected in the center, scurries out. Agnes takes two steps and vaults onto a plastic lawn chair. Ossie sits in the grass and snaps his fingers. The tangled mass sits, like a disgusting multiheaded monster, in his lap.

“What is happening?” It’s all I can manage to say. “Did you—did you put them together like that?”

“Why would I do that?” Ossie asks, confused. “No. It’s a rat king.”

“A what?” I ask, still afraid to move.

“A rat king,” Ossie repeats. “That’s what it’s called when they’re all stuck together like that. I’m sending it after Mr. C because he’s a snitch.”

“Cats chase mice, Ossie!” Agnes says. “And I’m glad he found that thing before you had a chance to bring it inside.”

“Tell me you weren’t going to bring it in,” I say, completely horrified.

“I mean, I was but not anymore,” Ossie pouts. “Look at it! It’s amazing. Only one was sick, and I cut him loose already and gave him a nice little funeral.” He glances toward a freshly turned-over patch of dirt by the tree.

Of all the abilities the four of us possess, Ossie’s is the strangest.

“You have to get rid of it,” I say.

“Aww, come on,” Ossie says, poking out his bottom lip. “They’re so cute!”

“Cute?” I know Ossie has a soft spot for ugly creatures, but this is ridiculous.

“And they’re not hurting anybody,” he says.

“Not yet,” I say, raising an eyebrow.

The things Ossie can make rodents do are terrifying. He can specifically call the ones that carry diseases like the plague, which I was shocked to learn is still a thing in 2026, and set them on people he doesn’t like, with deadly consequences. His power has gotten away from him once that we know of. Rats under his command killed both his parents and a neighbor. My mom managed to bury the event deep inside his mind with a series of bindings. He didn’t forget about what happened, but the details became so hazy in his memory he doubted if they were real.

“What if I keep them outside?” Ossie asks. He looks down at the rats the way a proud parent might gaze at their newborn baby. “That way, I can still come play with them.”

Agnes huffs loudly and flings her hands up. “Something is wrong with him.”

“Outside,” I say.

“Moll!” Agnes looks absolutely disgusted.

“Outside,” I say again. “Outside and not where anyone can see what you’re doing.”

He slaps his hand across his knee. “Deal!” He waves, and the rats, circling around their knotted tails like a wagon wheel, disappear under a bush.

Agnes jumps from her perch on the lawn chair and sprints inside the house. “Y’all are nasty. If I see that thing again, I’m gonna smash it with a bat!” she calls without looking back.

Ossie looks horrified. “She wouldn’t do that, would she?”

I shrug. “Better not test her.”

Ossie smiles at me.

“You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” I say, smiling back.

“Takes one to know one,” he says. He hugs me around the waist and then skips off toward the bush. I quickly go inside before his rat creature can pop back out.

Agnes is sitting at the kitchen table, her brow furrowed. “I need to talk to you.”

I sit down next to her. “Listen, I know Ossie is a whole mess, but maybe we give him a break?”

“It’s not that,” she says. “I mean, yes, he’s a mess, but there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.” The concerned tone in her voice worries me.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

She folds her hands in front of her. “When you were on the phone with that Ethan guy from the coffee shop, I was trying to read him.”

“Is he a weirdo?”

“I mean, maybe,” she says. “That’s the thing. I couldn’t read him at all.”

“What?” I don’t understand. Agnes doesn’t read me because I’ve asked her not to, but she can. She can read almost anyone.

She shakes her head. “It was like running into a wall. There was nothing.”

“Nothing at all?” I ask.

“Nothing coherent,” says Agnes, clearly irritated. “I’m serious. He sounded like the spirit box when it’s sweeping frequencies. Just static.”

My mom comes into the kitchen and pours herself a cup of coffee. She glances at us. “Why do y’all look like you saw a ghost?”

Agnes hesitates. “I just—I was talking to someone on the phone. I tried to read him, but I couldn’t.”

Mom glances at her, a little flash of yellow at her chest.

“The only time that ever happens is when... ,” Agnes trails off.

“What?” I ask. “When?”

“When someone is purposely trying to keep me from reading them.” Agnes looks down. “It’s like a wall of sound. No words. Nothing I can pick out. Just white noise.”

“Did the person you were talking to know you’re a psychic?” my mom asks.

“No,” says Agnes.

My mom exhales between her teeth. “Good.”

“Yeah, but the weird thing is that most people are pretty bad at keeping their thoughts to themselves,” says Agnes. “Ossie, for example.”

“Hey!” says Ossie, who’s apparently been lurking in the front room. He must have gone around the outside and come in the front door. I’m sure he’s trying to be slick about bringing that rat monstrosity into the house. “You’re not supposed to be reading me anyways,” he says as he slinks into the kitchen with his arms crossed.

“I know,” says Agnes. “I don’t. But sometimes I can hear you trying to keep me out, even when I’m not trying to get in.”

“Read me,” I say. “I’m going to try to keep you out. I want to see if I’m really that bad at it.”

Redd comes into the kitchen. A mischievous little smile creeps across Agnes’s face. She loves a challenge. She stares at me as I close my mind to her. I concentrate on nothing, try to keep all the thoughts tumbling through my head silent. It takes a lot of effort. I can’t imagine having a conversation with someone while doing it.

“See, that’s what I mean,” Agnes says. “I hear the white noise, but stuff is still coming through.” She tilts her head to the side. “Redd. A drawing. Hannigan. Redd again.” Agnes squints at me. “I think that’s all I should say.”

My face flushes hot, and I avoid looking at Redd. He slides onto a tall stool at the kitchen counter.

“My turn,” he says.

I glance at him, and right before he shuts his eyes, he stares directly at me. His lips part just slightly.

Agnes concentrates on him. “You hope Moll won’t change her mind about you. You can never really thank her enough for accepting you just the way you are, with no terms or conditions.”

I turn to Redd, but he doesn’t look at me.

“Dang, Agnes,” says Ossie, giggling. “He said read his mind not his whole soul.”

Agnes shakes her head. “I’m embarrassing you guys, I know. But look. The only person who sounds the way that guy sounded is . . . well, Hannigan.”

“What?” Redd asks, still avoiding my gaze.

“That’s what you sound like all the time,” Agnes says, turning to my mom now. “Every single minute of the day. I hardly even notice it anymore.”

Mom’s face is stoic, thoughtful.

“You hiding something?” Ossie asks her.

My mom rolls her eyes. “Do you know how hard it would be to take care of a bunch of teenagers if y’all knew my next move?”

“So this guy was able to block his thoughts better than us and as good as Mom?” I ask.

Agnes nods.

“Who is he anyway?” Mom asks.

I hear Agnes loud and clear inside my head, another facet of her power: “Shit.”

“He’s just a guy I met,” Agnes says aloud.

“Well, then it doesn’t really matter, does it?” my mom asks. “Because we’re not going around telling strangers what we can do, right?”

“Right,” Agnes says.

My mom and Agnes smile at each other, but they’re both being fake and they both know it. Mom goes back into the living room, and Agnes lets her shoulders slump down as she exhales. She and I exchange glances as Redd scoots past, gently brushing against my arm. I catch his gaze for a split second before he heads upstairs. The orange color of embarrassment on his chest fades to a small burst of green.

Agnes sighs. “What are we? Children? Just go talk to him.”

She’s right, but I don’t even know what to say. I decide I’ll figure it out and I go after Redd. He’s sliding into the seat at his desk when I catch up with him. Ossie has put up another room divider, and his side of the attic is now completely hidden from view. I sit on the edge of Redd’s bed.

“I already know what you’re going to ask,” says Redd without turning around. He’s clicking across the screen on his laptop.

“You read minds now, too?” I ask.

“I’m glad I can’t.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because this is awkward enough as it is,” he says.

“Wait a minute,” I say. “You have no idea what I’m thinking. Maybe you shouldn’t assume.”

He turns to me and his colors are a mix of dark and light blues, a little swirl of orange. “I’m pretty secure with who I am,” he says softly. “Navigating things every day can be hard, but you never make me feel like I have to have it all figured out. I don’t know how to tell you how much I appreciate that, how much I appreciate you.”

Heat rises in my face, but I try not to let it overtake me. “You could tell me that,” I say. “If you wanted to. You could say that to me, and I’d understand because you do the same for me.”

Redd stands up and so do I. He meets me in the center of his room and interlaces his fingers with mine.

“I think you might be making me forget to breathe,” I say.

“No,” he says. “That’s all you.” He presses his forehead against mine, his eyes downcast.

I take a deep breath and try to focus. “I’m not gonna pretend like I know what you’re going through, because I don’t, but I want you to know I’m here for you, no matter what.”

“People are straight-up assholes sometimes.” He shakes his head. “But you know what’s harder to deal with? This other group of people who think they’re being helpful by asking me what my preferred pronouns are and telling me that they support me identifying as a boy. I think those are some of the things that hurt the most.” A swirl of blue dances around his chest. “It’s like they think I’m pretending to be something I’m not.”

I squeeze his hand.

“I see you, though,” I say. “I know who you are.” I feel his heart pounding as he gently presses his body closer to mine. “If you ever need me to like, beat somebody up or whatever, just tell me.” I think of someone hurting Redd, and I imagine I’d do much worse to them.

Redd smiles wide, and it’s the best thing I’ve ever seen. A deep sense of calm, a quiet rush of contentment ripples through me. He leans down and kisses me on the cheek, letting his lips linger there for a moment. He is my closest friend, but all these new feelings have my head spinning.

“I’m going to go look over the evidence we captured again,” I say.

“Okay,” says Redd, his voice low. “I’ll be down in a little bit.”

In my room, I stick in a pair of headphones and reopen the audio file of the EVP Agnes and I captured in the projection room. The more I listen, the more I’m convinced it’s nothing I’ll be able to decipher on my own. I turn the volume up as loud as I can stand it. The woman’s voice hisses in my ear. I close my laptop and pull out the headphones, frustrated that I can’t make sense of it. I go out into the hallway and almost run straight into Ossie.

“Sorry,” I say, steadying him. “You okay?”

He forces a big smile and glances past me for a fraction of a second. As I turn, a mass of fur and tails scurries up the attic stairs. I look at Ossie, who wears a pouty little mask of guilt.

I cross my arms and narrow my gaze at him. “I said to keep it outside.”

“But it’s gonna rain,” Ossie says. “Come on, Moll. Please? I’ll keep them in my room, and you won’t see them at all.”

“What about Redd?” I ask. “He’s going to flip when he finds out.”

“He won’t find out,” Ossie says. “I promise.”

“It’s gross, Ossie. What about the droppings? And what is it going to eat?”

It’s clear he hasn’t thought that far ahead, but he looks desperate.

“The garage is as close as you can get with them,” I say. “Go get it and take it back out there. Put it in a cage or something.”

“Fine,” he says quietly. He shuffles off, his head down.

I give up on trying to figure out the EVP after another hour of listening and go down to the living room and curl up on the couch. Agnes is wrapped in a blanket in the big chair by the window, and her slow, steady breathing tells me she’s dozed off. I flip on the TV, muting the volume so I don’t disturb her. The news is on. The ticker at the bottom of the screen says it’s going to get into the mid-eighties this coming week, a small brush fire is still burning near Beaverton, and reminds us that a young woman is missing from Northeast Portland and to contact local authorities with any information.

Agnes whimpers in her sleep and her foot kicks out. The ball at her chest is still coiled tight and black, but a streak of yellow appears and infiltrates the obsidian darkness of her calm.

I tiptoe over and put my hand on her shoulder, shaking her gently. “Agnes. Wake up. You’re dreaming.”

Agnes sits bolt upright, and I jump back. The ball at her chest melts into a slate-gray color.

The color of dead things.

“No,” I say, shaking her roughly. “Agnes, wake up.”

She goes rigid and her head tips back, her mouth gaping open. A sound like water bubbling out of a drain comes from her throat.

“Agnes?” I ask in a whisper as my heart kicks in my chest.

Something spills from her open mouth. A thick, ashen substance the texture of wet gauze billows out, covering her chest and draping itself over her lap like a blanket. I jerk away from her and fall back into the couch, my heart in my throat. Agnes begins to speak, but I can’t understand any of it, and then I realize—it’s the same pattern of unintelligible words I was just listening to from the EVP. Fear crushes the breath out of my lungs.

The substance spewing from Agnes’s mouth continues to wrap itself around her. Suddenly, a loud crack splits the air and the substance retracts, slinking its way back inside Agnes’s throat until I can’t see it anymore. Agnes’s body relaxes, and she falls sideways onto the chair. Her eyes flutter open.

“Moll?” Agnes says, her voice gravelly but her own. She touches her face. “Was I snoring?” She smiles, but her mouth turns down when she sees how terrified I am.

“Agnes—you—something came out of your mouth.” I can’t even find the right words to describe what I just saw.

She touches her lips.

“You were talking to me,” I say.

“In my sleep?” Agnes asks, confused.

“It—it wasn’t your voice,” I stammer. “It was somebody else’s.”

Agnes’s eyes grow wide. “That woman from the tape. She was in my dream. I saw her on a screen, and she was saying something I couldn’t understand.”

I glance up the stairs and lower my voice. “Your—your colors went gray, Agnes.”

Agnes stares at me blankly. She holds her hands out in front of her, looking herself over. She stands up and takes me by the hand, pulling me downstairs into the basement and closing the door behind us. She only speaks again when we sit across from each other, leaned in close.

“What is going on?” she asks, panic invading her whisper.

“I had a dream about the woman from the tape, too,” I say. “Last night. I saw her on a screen just like you said.”

Agnes stares into my eyes and waits. It’s her way of asking permission to read me. She wants to see exactly what I saw. I recall the dream—the projection room, staring down at the screen as the strange woman spoke. When I open my eyes, Agnes sits back, panting. She’s always so calm, so in control. It unnerves me to see her this rattled.

“It’s the exact same thing—the same dream,” she says.

“How is that even possible?” I ask. “And what just happened upstairs?”

“Shared dreams are a thing,” she says. “We did that whole post about them, remember?” She presses her hands together in front of her. “I’m not sure what just happened up there, but I think I was channeling someone.”

I’m dumbstruck. “You can do that?”

She nods. “I’ve never done it before, but it’s possible. You said something came out of my mouth?”

“I don’t even know what it was,” I say. “It looked like—like fabric, but it was see-through, and it was almost like smoke but—I don’t even know.”

She googles something, then turns her phone toward me. On the screen is a black-and-white photo of a woman in a plain black dress sitting in a chair while a group of people look on. Spilling out of the woman’s mouth is the same substance I saw come out of Agnes.

“That’s exactly what it looked like,” I say. “What is it?”

“It’s called ectoplasm,” says Agnes. “In the movies it’s always some weird slimy stuff, but this is what it really looks like. Sometimes mediums secrete the substance when they’re channeling a really dense entity.”

“Is that what you were doing?” I ask. “Channeling the woman from the dream, from the recording?”

“I think so,” Agnes says. “What did I say? I can’t remember anything.”

“You repeated the same EVP we captured at the theater.”

“And you understood it?” she asks.

“No. It was still garbled.” I sigh. “Agnes, this means something. And whatever it is, I don’t think it’s good.”

“I have the worst feeling.” She pulls at her collar like it’s choking her. “Channeling lets a spirit use your body. That’s not something you just do without consequences, you know?” She crosses her legs and pumps her foot back and forth nervously. “Should we tell Hannigan?”

“No,” I say. “She’s gonna ask a bunch of questions and I just—I don’t want to bring her into this, not yet, not if we don’t have to.” My mom is already keeping more to herself than usual, and I don’t want to push her over the edge. “Let’s see if we can figure out what the EVP says first. In the meantime, we’ll focus on this new case at the coffeehouse, okay?”

I stand and hug Agnes tight. She’s right. Something strange is happening, and I can’t help but feel like I’ve only begun to scratch the surface of what it could be.





Shared Dreams
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Experts will tell you that dreams are a collection of memories, feelings, and things you’ve seen throughout your day that randomly fall together during REM sleep. They will also tell you that nearly every human being on the planet dreams, though most of us don’t remember our dreams in detail, if at all.

Some experts think dreams can help us express our fears and anxieties. So you have a dream about being naked in front of your fourth-period algebra class? Maybe you’re worried about your math skills or an upcoming test. Have a dream about your teeth falling out? Maybe you’re insecure about something. When your grandma tells you she had a dream about fish, somebody she knows is probably pregnant. For as long as people have been dreaming, dreams have been interpreted.

But there is a phenomenon that has received little, if any, attention because the thought of it seems to defy everything we think we know about the nature of dreams. The phenomenon is called shared dreaming. It occurs when two or more people have the same dream. Not a similar dream. The exact same dream. If our dreams are random collections of fragmented memories and individual experiences, what are the odds that two people could have the exact same dream? There are no odds. It is impossible. But it happens, and it’s been documented. So what is really going on?

In cultures all over the world, there is a belief that dreams carry meaning and that shared dreaming, in particular, carries extreme significance. A dream shared by two or more people is meant to convey an important message that should not be ignored. My grandmother told me once that dreams allow us to communicate with our ancestors or with spirits to work through problems that in our waking hours we can’t understand and receive messages and warnings about things yet to come.
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Chapter 8

For days, I listen to the audio, trying to decipher the EVP. I can’t crack it, and if that isn’t frustrating enough, I now have a recurring nightmare about the woman from the tape. It’s the same dream every night and, even stranger, when I tell Agnes that I’ve had the dream again, she tells me she has, too. On Saturday evening, just as a thunderstorm dumps a torrent of rain on the city, I go into Agnes’s room, close the door, and fall onto her bed.

“If this ghost is trying to tell us something, why doesn’t she just come out and say it?” I ask. “It’s always some shit we have to decipher.”

Agnes shrugs. “Maybe she wants to piss us off.”

On the shelf above her bed, Agnes has a half dozen decks of tarot cards that she’s collected. I reach for a deck toward the back of the shelf.

“Not that one,” Agnes says. “That deck has been giving me all kinds of trouble. I pull the Ten of Swords card every time, no matter how much I shuffle it. It’s creeping me out.”

“Is it new?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “I got it off Etsy. It’s a hand-painted Rider-Waite deck. Really beautiful, but it’s got some weird vibes attached to it. I’m gonna cleanse it again. If it keeps acting up, I’ll get rid of it.”

“You don’t think it’s a sign or something?” I ask.

“Nah.” She shakes her head dismissively. “It’s just not meant for me.”

I take down a different deck, one that’s worn all around the edges and held together with a rubber band. They’re all in order—the Major and Minor Arcana—suited and ready to go. I shuffle the cards as I think about the dream.

“Hannigan is acting different,” Agnes says. “More down than usual. She hasn’t asked me once to sit with her for a binding since our group session.”

I cut the deck in three and choose a single stack.

“She’s been really focused on whatever spellwork she’s doing,” I say. “Remember what Redd said?”

Agnes thinks for a moment. “What exactly do you think she’s doing?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I think she’s been up every night this past week, though.”

Agnes glances at her calendar, which has a little illustration in the corner of each day showing the phases of the moon.

“It’s been waning,” Agnes says. “That makes sense, right? She’s banishing, removing obstacles, that kind of thing. Pushing the bad stuff away. The waning moon phases are the perfect time for that sort of work.”

“I guess,” I say as I smooth out Agnes’s black-and-white-striped blanket and lay out three cards from the smaller tarot deck.

“What spread are you doing?” Agnes asks.

“Situation. Action. Outcome,” I say. “Keeping it simple.” I flip over the first card. “Seven of Chalices. Dreams. Strange encounters.”

“Makes sense,” says Agnes.

I flip the second card. “The Sun. Friendship.” I wink overdramatically at Agnes, and she grins wide. “Faithfulness. Unity.”

She laughs a little. “You’re getting good at this.”

“I’m only good for a three-card spread,” I say. “Any more than that, and I get discombobulated.”

“Discombobulated?” Agnes’s brows push up.

We both laugh as I turn over the third card.

I stop laughing.

I stare down at the card, trying to remind myself that tarot is subjective. The meanings of the cards aren’t set in stone.

“The Tower,” I say.

Agnes’s brows knit together. “Okay. I mean, it’s not always—”

“Reversed,” I say in a whisper.

Agnes sits next to me.

“When it’s upright, it means a shake-up, right?” I ask. “But that things will work out okay?”

“Yeah,” Agnes says. “But when it’s reversed it means that there is a huge change coming.” She sighs. “And the outcome is, well, not good, probably. Whatever it is, you have to go through it.”

“And it’s going to be bad?” I ask.

“Maybe,” Agnes says. “But it’s in the outcome position. That position is about the future. That’s almost always up in the air because we can change our minds at any time, you know?” She sighs heavily. “We really need to take a minute to think about how we’re going to move forward, especially with this dream thing.”

“Everything was fine until I got to that third card.” I sigh. “Why did it have to be reversed?”

I look at Agnes, and a thought takes shape in my head. I glance down at the tarot card again as it lies upside down on the blanket. The image of the woman in my dream appears in my mind’s eye. The strange words she said tumble through my head.

Reversed.

I leap off the bed and skid across the wood floor, sliding out into the hallway and almost crashing into the wall just as Redd and Ossie are coming up the stairs. Agnes comes barreling out after me as I stumble into my room. I crash into my desk, nearly toppling the chair, flip open my laptop, and put the headphones in my ears.

“Why didn’t I think of this before?” I say, more to myself than anyone else.

Redd, Agnes, and Ossie crowd into my room. Their colors are a hazy mix of yellowy fear and anxiety’s trademark mauve-purple.

“What’s going on?” Redd asks.

Ossie grabs hold of Redd’s shirt. “Who are we running from?” he asks, concerned.

I run the theater audio backward at half speed. There is a rhythmic chanting—a string of words so low and soft that even as I turn the volume up, I can’t understand it. There’s a pause, and I start to think this is another dead end when the woman’s voice, now clear and crisp, crackles in my ear.

“The maze... is a trap... Do not go in. Find the book.”

I turn to Agnes, unable to speak. She reaches down and unplugs my headphones from the computer. I run it back again, skipping over the humming at the beginning. The voice echoes out of the speakers.

“The maze... is a trap... Do not go in. Find the book.”

The disembodied voice cuts through the air like a knife. My skin pricks up, and a chill runs through me. I thought when I finally discovered what the message meant, it would be menacing, a threat. But this voice has the unmistakable ring of fear. It isn’t a threat at all.

It is a dire, desperate warning.

“What maze?” asks Ossie. “What book?”

“I have no idea,” I say.

“So we stay away from mazes,” Agnes says. “I feel like that’s not hard.”

“Maybe it’s not literal,” Redd offers, looking as confused as the rest of us. “Maybe it’s like a maze of thoughts?”

Ossie looks up at Redd. “What the heck are you even saying?”

Redd shrugs and Ossie just rolls his eyes. The image of the reversed Tower card stands in my mind. Redd puts his hand on my shoulder, and I feel my heartbeat settle. My racing thoughts don’t disappear, but they coalesce so I can sort through them without feeling like I’m all over the place.

“What do we do now?” Agnes asks.

Redd shuts his eyes tight and exhales loudly. “We’ve gotta figure out what it means. And then we’ve got this other thing with this Ethan guy at the coffeehouse. We’re going over there tomorrow, right?”

I nod. “To take a quick look around, get some more information about what’s going on. We can bring an EVP recorder and maybe an EMF meter to get some baseline readings. Then we can decide if we want to do a full-on investigation.”

Agnes and Redd both nod as my bedroom door creaks open. Redd stumbles back as Mr. C trots into the room, looks at us like we’re peasants, then turns and leaves.

“Okay, enough scary stuff for one night,” Redd says. “I’m going to bed.”

“Me too,” says Ossie.

Redd squeezes my shoulder and he and Ossie go to their room.

Agnes gets up to leave. “I’m going to go read. You going to be okay?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Creeped out, but okay.”

I spend the rest of the night tinkering with my equipment and making a parts list. I repack everything for tomorrow and rearrange the cables using zip ties to keep them all organized. I add a roll of duct tape to the bag so we won’t be tripping over loose cables and cords. Once everything is packed, I put the bags in the back of my closet and crawl into bed.
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The following afternoon, Agnes makes meatless tacos for lunch. She doesn’t tell anyone they’re meatless until after we eat, and Ossie acts like he’s been poisoned. After we clean up, we tell my mom that we’re headed to a movie, and while I can tell she wants to ask a million questions, she doesn’t. We pile into the car and make our way across town to the address on Spring Street.

I drive cautiously, navigating the narrow streets and wondering if I’ll ever not be afraid of stopping on a hill while driving a stick shift. Twenty-five minutes later, we find ourselves on an unfamiliar tree-lined street.

“What is goin’ on here?” Ossie asks as he presses his face against the window. “Why do the trees look like that?”

Spring Street, situated in a corner of the city I’ve never set foot in, looks like something out of a nightmare. The trees are so overgrown that their canopies mingle with one another, creating a roof of branches over the sidewalk and their roots snake up through the cracked pavement. The houses are shells, boarded up and mostly vacant.

“It’s so weird,” says Redd. “Why hasn’t anyone come over here and turned these houses into dog yoga studios or something?”

I laugh, but he’s right. Entire neighborhoods in North Portland have been gentrified, residents forced out while the houses are renovated and sold for millions of dollars. There’s some coffeehouse or overpriced restaurant on every corner, and despite this ugly trend, this whole area is sitting here, untouched. At the end of the street in a wide cul-de-sac sits the house we’ve come to see.

“How come we’ve never come across this place before?” Redd asks as we pull up and get out.

The house is massive. The lot it sits on could easily hold two decent-sized homes. The house has four turrets, one at each of its four corners, wide panes of colorful stained glass, dozens of windows, and a porch as wide as a driveway. It takes up the entire cul-de-sac and backs right up to a green space. A man stands out front waving to us as we approach.

“You made it!” he says as he bounds down the front steps, big grin on his face, big ball of solid green at his chest. He has a neatly trimmed beard and is wearing a flannel and a pair of skinny jeans that are too tight. He’s smiling way too hard, and I don’t like it. I check his colors again. He’s genuinely happy so I try to set how I’m feeling aside.

“Are you Ethan?” I ask.

He nods and sticks out his hand but stops short. He looks past me as another car approaches. His smile is replaced by an indignant scowl. A sleek black sedan pulls up and parks directly behind our car. Two people in suits get out.

“Mr. Kennedy,” says the first person, flashing a badge, a ball of maroon on her chest, the color of deep concern, suspicion. “I’m Detective Moira Lyle. This is my partner, Detective Dodd. We have some questions for you.” She glances at me, then turns back to Ethan. “We were hoping you’d have a minute to chat.”

Ethan looks between us and the detectives, a panicked expression stretched across his face as his colors shift from green to yellow to purple and then to black.

“This looks like a bad time,” I say.

“No. It’s not,” Ethan says. “Hang on a minute.” He marches up to the detectives, his chest puffed up. “I don’t have anything else to say to you.”

“I’m confused, Mr. Kennedy,” says Detective Lyle. “This is our first trip out here.”

“Yeah, but I talked to the cops already.” Ethan angles his head so that he’s looking down at the woman and I immediately dislike him a little more than I already did.

Detective Lyle stares at him unflinchingly, and Ethan takes a step back.

“Mr. Kennedy,” Detective Lyle says. “We’re from the city’s Missing Persons Division. We’re not beat cops. Do you want to talk here, or would you like to come into our office?”

“Unless you’re arresting me, I’m not going anywhere with you,” says Ethan.

“Is there a reason you should be arrested, Mr. Kennedy?” Detective Dodd flips open a small notepad and skims through it, not even bothering to look up at Ethan.

“What? No,” Ethan says, clearly flustered.

“After you then,” says Detective Lyle, gesturing to the front door.

Ethan stalks inside. Detective Lyle looks back at me and shoots me a quick smile as she and her partner follow Ethan up the front steps.

Redd claps his hands together. “I’m about to eavesdrop so hard.”

I grab my bag and lead the way up the steps and through the eight-foot mahogany front door inlaid with stained glass windows punctuated by little carvings of lilies.

Stepping through the door is like stepping into a cathedral. The entryway ceiling spirals three stories above my head. A round skylight floods the space with the dying light of the sun, giving everything a hazy sort of appearance. A wide hallway snakes out in front of us, with rooms jutting off to each side—rooms bigger than the entire first floor of my house. Every doorframe is accented with wood trim. Crown molding adorns the top of every wall. There are built-ins and it smells like furniture polish and vanilla crème and coffee.

A bulletin board as wide as I am tall hangs in the front hall. It’s covered in layers of ads for services and workshops, concert announcements, and for sale items. Someone is selling customized wood stumps, which, judging by the photo attached to the ad, look like un-customized wood stumps, and someone else is offering yarn spinning classes on one of the park blocks every Saturday at noon. “BYO Spinning Wheel!” it says. Agnes peers over my shoulder.

“Who is that class for?” she asks. “Rumpelstiltskin?”

I pretend to look for something in my bag while I try to keep myself from laughing.

Ethan leads the detectives into the room directly to the right of the main hall. It’s full of small tables with patchwork tablecloths and matching chairs. There’s a raised platform next to a large fireplace, probably for live music. Everything looks fairly new, like it hasn’t been used much. I try to think about what Ethan said about his coffee shop being super popular. He was probably lying through his teeth.

“Have a look around, guys,” Ethan calls. “This shouldn’t take long.”

I nod, and we walk halfway down the hall before we stop and huddle together.

“I’m tryna hear what he’s about to say,” says Redd in a hushed tone. “If he’s a serial killer or something—”

“You really think he’s a killer?” Ossie whispers, flash of yellow at his chest.

“Don’t worry.” I give him a little nudge on his shoulder and shoot Redd a pointed glance. “We would have picked up on something like that.”

“I don’t know,” Agnes says, shaking her head. “I still can’t read anything from him. I thought it might be easier now that we’re in the same place, but it’s just like on the phone. Nothing.”

“Everything looks new in here,” I say. “He said the shop was popular, but something feels off. About this place and about Ethan.”

“Is it because his jeans are so tight I can see the outline of his balls?” Ossie asks.

Agnes wraps her hands around Ossie’s face like she’s trying to shove the words back in his mouth.

“Gross,” Agnes says.

“Ossie, you gotta chill,” Redd says, stifling a laugh.

“Why?” Ossie asks, shaking free from Agnes’s grip. “You saw it. I saw it. We all saw it.”

“I already told you,” Ethan’s voice echoes down the hall, and we all fall silent.

“Mr. Kennedy.” Detective Lyle’s voice is stern, serious. “Harley Dean is someone’s child, someone’s friend. Her family is very worried, and we know that the last place she was seen was right here.”

“I told you that I saw her,” Ethan says. “But she’s just one person. Do you know how many people come through here?” Ethan asks. “I’m supposed to keep track of every customer who stops in for a cup of coffee?”

“Maybe not, but she wasn’t here for coffee,” says Detective Dodd. “Her family says she was into ghosts, hauntings, that sort of thing.”

“I guess she was in the right spot, then,” says Ethan.

Redd whips his head around and stares at me. I’m not a psychic, but I don’t need to be to know what he’s thinking. Why are we just now hearing about this place?

“The history of the house is complicated,” Ethan says. “People come here looking for ghosts all the time. They think the place is haunted, and if that means they slip me some cash to let them look around, I’m okay with that.”

“Anything to make a buck, right, Mr. Kennedy?” Detective Lyle asks.

“It’s not my fault people are stupid,” Ethan snaps. “And yeah. I need the money. The bills don’t pay themselves.”

Redd moors himself against the wall in the hallway, looking like he might take out a pen and paper and start taking notes.

“How’s business?” Detective Dodd asks. “I didn’t even know there was a coffee shop in this part of town.”

Ethan huffs. “What else can I do for you? I have guests, and you two are wasting my time.”

The detectives continue to pepper Ethan with questions about Harley Dean.

I gaze up at the staircase that leads to the second and third floors. If we do investigate, we might need a few days. The place is huge. I walk past the landing and down the hall. There are two other rooms on the opposite side, set up the same way as the others—clusters of tables and chairs that look like no one has made use of them recently. The main floor can easily hold a hundred people.

All the windows are dressed in heavy curtains. A patchwork of mismatched rugs cover most of the wood flooring. The air is heavy. Not humid, but heavy—like there’s something unseen pressing in on us. I keep looking behind me, expecting someone besides Redd, Agnes, or Ossie to be standing there.

A little farther down the hall, the decorations on the walls go from sparsely spaced photographs of landscapes to densely packed collages of paintings, vintage photos, and odd knickknacks. Even farther down, the paintings and pictures are all replaced by mirrors. Dozens of them, in all shapes and sizes. I stop and catch a glimpse of myself in one of them. I look past my own reflection and see a door behind me with a little sign on it that reads, Restroom. A blue-white light creeps out from underneath. I push the door open.

Painted floor-to-ceiling in a shiny aquamarine paint, the bathroom is the size of a small bedroom. It gives the illusion of being underwater. A pair of mannequin legs hang down from the ceiling as if someone is sitting off the edge of a dock, their feet dangling in the water. A life-sized painting of a mermaid adorns the wall. The vanity, an oval mirror at the center, is lit up around the edges with pastel-colored glass baubles, seashells, and realistic-looking pieces of coral. The sink looks like a giant upturned clamshell. Agnes rounds the corner into the bathroom, stopping dead in her tracks.

“Ummm, what the hell?” she asks as she takes in the entire scene and cocks her head to the side. “How are you supposed to handle your business with a mermaid looking into your damn soul?”

We walk out, closing the door firmly behind us.

“So this place is weird,” I say. “That’s established.”

“I’ve told you everything I know,” Ethan says from the other room. “If there’s nothing else, please feel free to show yourselves out.”

Chairs scrape across the floor, and the detectives appear in the hall.

“We’ll be in touch,” says Detective Lyle.

Ethan slams the door behind them. He runs his hands through his hair, then shoves them in his pockets.

“You’re a suspect in somebody’s disappearance?” I ask, rejoining him in the entryway. “You didn’t think that was worth sharing?”

“I’m not a suspect.” He shrugs awkwardly. “I didn’t expect the detectives to show up unannounced. I didn’t do anything.”

The ball at his chest is white—lies. I look at Agnes, but it’s clear she still isn’t getting anything from Ethan.

“Don’t try to kidnap us,” Ossie says. “You’ll be sorry. I promise.”

Ethan stares at Ossie in utter confusion. I put my hand on Ossie’s shoulder and ignore what I think is the skittering of tiny feet somewhere in the hall behind me.

“You want to tell us what’s going on, or should we just leave?” I ask.

Ethan sighs and opens a closet next to the front door. “I’m going to tell you something that will sound ridiculous.” He pulls out a stack of big, fluffy pillows and looks up at the ceiling over the front door, then down at the floor before arranging the pillows into a little pile.

Redd scrunches up his brow and purses his lips. Agnes steps in front of Ossie, and I prepare to sink that white-hot ball of energy at Ethan’s chest right back into his body if he puts one toe out of line.

“That girl was here,” Ethan says. “I told the police that already. She was asking questions about the house, about its past.”

“What about its past?” I ask.

“It’s supposed to be haunted.” Ethan is nonchalant, dismissive even. “Ghosts. Poltergeist activity. I’ve never seen anything like that, but there are other things, and there are—rumors.”

“You’re being vague and it’s starting to piss me off,” Redd says.

“Let’s walk,” Ethan says.

He heads for the stairs, and Agnes’s voice is suddenly in my head, where only I can hear it.

“Sorry,” she says. “But what in the name of our lord and savior Beyoncé is going on? Did he build a pillow fort and then walk away like it was nothing?”

I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing, but it’s just nerves. Something is seriously off. We follow Ethan up the stairs, single file.

“This neighborhood is one of the oldest in the city,” Ethan says.

The staircase wall is covered much the same as the lower hallway. Mirrors, random artwork, a length of white lights strung through the railing. I think it’s meant to feel warm and inviting, but that’s not how I feel at all. I take stock of myself—my heart is thudding in my chest, a thin film of sweat has broken across my forehead, and my hands are trembling. I wish I could see my own colors to know for sure if I’m scared or just anxious or something else. This is all wrong.

We come to the second-floor landing and peek in each of the doors as Ethan leads us down the hall.

“Rumor has it there were séances held here,” he says. “Gatherings of secret societies, rituals. Weird stuff.”

Agnes rolls her eyes. “I feel like every building in Portland has had a séance held in it.”

It’s a cliché we can’t get away from. In all our research, people are always saying how someone held séances in the house or building where the problem was.

In the rooms on the second floor are more tables, a flat-screen mounted to the wall. Some rooms have overstuffed couches and shelves filled with books. Normally, it’s the kind of place I would love to hang out in, but I don’t like this at all.

Ethan stops in front of a narrow door at the end of the hallway. “People say what they want about this place. Nobody really understands what it is. Not even me.”

Something in his tone makes me pause. He sounds like he’s trying to keep his voice even. It reminds me of someone holding in a laugh. He reaches into his pocket and takes out a key.

“The strange things about this house aren’t right in your face,” he says. “They kind of sneak up on you. Take you by surprise.”

He unlocks the door in front of him and pushes it open. Ossie retreats, a ball of yellow at his chest. I step forward and peer into the room.

It’s the size of a large closet, with purple wallpaper, no windows, and a single chair right in the middle. A burst of cold air rushes over me, and at the same moment... a hand hits me square in the center of my back.

I try to keep my feet moving so I don’t smash my face on the floor, but as I fall forward, the room disintegrates in front of me. A choked scream escapes my throat as I tumble down—through the floor. A bright flash nearly blinds me, and my stomach sinks while I’m falling. I grab at the air as I pitch forward, head over feet, bracing for an impact, but nothing happens. I continue to fall into the blackness, my stomach sinking over and over like I’m falling from the top of a roller coaster. I lose all track of time.

This must be what dying feels like.
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Chapter 9

I hit the ground hard and a bunch of pillows fly out from under me. A bolt of agony shoots up my back. I groan and roll over, clutching my tailbone. The entryway tips up as I struggle to get my feet under me. The sun is bright, slanting through the window. I shake my head. No. I blink again and again, and finally I realize that the light is coming from the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Everything pulses with light.

Shouting erupts from the floor above me. Redd’s panicked voice echoes down.

“What did you do? Where is she?” Redd screams.

I pull myself to standing and trip up the stairs. Everything is out of focus. I swing myself around the newel post at the second floor, my heart banging against my ribs. Redd has Ethan by his shirtfront, pushed up against the wall. Ossie’s hands are cupped over his ears. The scurrying of claws on the wooden floor draws my attention to a line of rats, some as big as cats, filing toward him. Agnes is perched in the doorway of the room I’d been pushed into, her back to me, screaming my name at the top of her lungs. The ball at her chest falters, sputtering.

“Stop! Stop! I’m here!” I cry as I run toward them, everyone’s chests shining like little suns. Red and yellow, anger and fear. I shield my eyes as someone runs up to me and wraps me up in their arms. Ossie is shaking violently, and I squeeze his arm before brushing past him to stand in front of Agnes. Her eyes are clouded over, the ball at her chest pulsing.

“I’m right here,” I say. “I’m okay.”

She heaves a sigh of relief and leans back against the wall. Her eyes become clear, her breath slows. She has a handle on it. I turn my attention to Redd and grab his shoulder.

“I’m okay,” I repeat.

“She’s fine!” Ethan yells, spittle spraying out from between his purple lips. The veins in his neck are swollen and wind around his throat like thick vines.

Redd leans in and puts his face so close to Ethan’s they almost touch. “I could make you forget to breathe,” Redd says. “I could make your brain forget to tell your heart to beat.” He is seething, his hands trembling. A red-hot ball of anger engulfs his entire chest, and I have to turn away. The light is brighter than I have ever seen, the energy so hot I can feel it on my skin, like I’m standing in front of an open oven. He lets go of Ethan and takes several steps back. Ethan coughs and clutches at his throat.

I take Redd by the arm. “Do me a favor and don’t look down,” I say.

He shuts his eyes tight. There is no way he can hold it together if he sees the number of rats that have filed into the hallway. I glance at Ossie, his hands still firmly over his ears, the rats moving like a fluid mass of tails and feet and teeth. They encircle Ethan’s feet, and he kicks at one of them, sending it sliding across the floor. Ossie’s brow furrows. He drops one of his hands and gives a little flick of his wrist. A group of four rats break off from the others and snap at Ethan’s exposed ankle. He shrieks in horror.

“What is going on?” I demand. “What is happening in that room?”

“It’s not the room,” he sputters, still trying to catch his breath, his eyes darting around as rats nip at his feet. “It’s the house. I tried to tell you!”

I hesitate. I want to let him squirm a little longer. He hops from one foot to the other, trying to avoid the rodents. “Okay, Ossie,” I say. “Call them off for a minute. Please.”

The rats move back like a tide pulling away from the shore and collect a foot deep at Ossie’s feet. Redd opens his eyes but doesn’t even glance in Ossie’s direction. The sound emanating from the swarming mass of rodents is enough to make my skin crawl. I can only imagine how Redd must feel.

“You—you’re controlling them?” Ethan asks. There is no trace of yellow in his colors at all. No fear at what should be, from his perspective, a frightful scene.

“How did I end up downstairs?” I ask.

Ethan keeps his eyes trained on Ossie. “Listen. The police think I had something to do with that girl going missing. They keep asking me to take a polygraph and I keep saying no.”

“Why not take it and clear your name?” Agnes is livid, but in control.

Ethan glares at her. “Because I’m pretty sure I’d fail.”

“Be nice or I’ll send him after you.” Ossie gestures to the swarm at his feet. A giant black rat emerges from the pack, its tail at least a foot long, fur matted, its jagged yellow teeth protruding from its mouth at odd angles. One of its ears is half missing.

I narrow my eyes at Ethan. “So you did have something to do with it?”

“Not like that,” he says, his chest heaving. “She was here, and I think I know what happened to her. She disappeared inside the house.”

“Is that what you were trying to do to me by pushing me in there?” I point to the door. “You were trying to make me disappear, too?”

“No,” Ethan says, a little too flippantly. “That door always leads downstairs. I put the pillows down for you. So you wouldn’t hit the floor.”

“What do you want? A thank-you?” I can’t believe he’s saying it like he did me some kind of favor.

“No, I just . . . Listen. Do you see the size of this place?” Ethan asks. “You could get lost even if you didn’t go through one of those doors.”

“You mean there’s more than one door that does that?” Redd asks.

“Some of them put you in other rooms, other parts of the house,” says Ethan. “But some of them lead to... other places.” Again, his tone reminds me of someone trying to hold in a laugh, but I don’t see anything funny about any of this.

“Like where?” I ask, glancing cautiously at the open door Ethan pushed me through.

“To the shed,” Ethan says. “To the empty house next door, sometimes to a door that wasn’t there before.”

Agnes makes a huffing sound, brushes past us, and goes downstairs.

“Everybody downstairs,” I say. “Now.”

I nudge Redd toward the stairs. He grips my arm, the blazing ball of red at his chest now a sallow yellow. I push Redd ahead of me and glance back at Ossie. He gives a little whistle and the rats disperse, filing down the stairs, past a terrified Redd and out through the crack under the front door, the bigger ones making their way down the hall and out of sight.

We gather in the downstairs hallway. I haven’t even had a chance to use the EVP or EMF detectors. I almost forgot I was wearing my pack. Ethan barrels down the stairs after us.

“You don’t understand what it’s like to have people looking at you like you did something wrong and you can’t even explain to them what’s really going on,” he says.

Actually, I do understand that, but I’m not in the mood to try and explain it to Ethan. “What do you want us to do?” I ask. “We can’t fix this. The house is obviously in a state of flux or something. I don’t really know, but that’s not our specialty.”

“No, I know you can’t fix it.” Ethan interlaces his fingers and props his hands on top of his head. “I need my name cleared. I need that girl found. If she’s in here somewhere, I need to find her. If I get locked up, that’s it. My life is over.”

“Why don’t you go through the house yourself?” I ask. I fish around in my bag and pull out the EVP meter. Its little red light is already on. I flip it off and put it in my pocket.

“I have,” Ethan says. “I mean, most of it. Look, that girl was into weird stuff, like you guys—”

“We’re blaming her now?” Agnes narrows her eyes, hand on her hip. “Did you tell her that she might go missing in here? Did you even warn her?”

Ethan looks at the ground. “I mean, no, but I didn’t think she was going to disappear completely. I thought she’d fall through the floor or pop up in another room or something.”

Agnes looks disgusted.

“We can’t help if you’re not being completely honest with us.” I keep glancing at the ball of emotion at his chest. It’s threaded with white. Lies run through everything he says, and his colors are so bright they hurt my head.

“The girl said she was a psychic,” Ethan says. “Those types, they come here all the time. I let them roam around.”

“Knowing they might not come back out?” I ask.

“This is the only time that’s ever happened,” he says firmly. “Usually people end up somewhere else, get scared, and leave.”

“I think we’ve heard enough,” says Agnes. “Let’s go.” She pulls open the front door, and we follow her out.

Once we’re outside, the world comes back into focus. Everyone’s colors go back to their normal state of luminescence.

Ethan runs after us. “Please! I need your help. Can you just come back inside? Look around all you want! See what you can find.”

I spin around and, out of instinct, will his ball of tightly packed energy to calm. But as I send out the force to do it, it’s like hitting a brick wall. I can’t reach into him enough to affect him at all. I can see his colors, but it’s like they’re behind a wall of glass. The corner of Ethan’s mouth twitches like he’s about to smile. Instead, he pleads with us again.

“Please,” he says. “I’ll pay you. What do you want? A hundred bucks?”

Ossie’s face lights up. “A hundred? I mean, maybe we should go back in.”

“Get in the car, Ossie,” Redd says.

“Please help me find her so that I don’t get blamed for this,” Ethan begs.

I look back at the house. That someone could be lost in there at this very moment, trapped behind some weird door, gives me a sick feeling.

“Give us some time to think about it,” I say.

We all get into the car and a shudder runs through me as I quickly slide behind the wheel. Ethan knocks on Redd’s window.

“How much time?” Ethan asks. There’s a sense of urgency in his voice. For the first time since we met him, his expression matches the desperate tone in his voice.

“I don’t know,” I say. “We’ll call you.”

He looks dejected and I’m trying to figure out if I even care. His reflection shrinks in the side mirror as we drive away. I know we’ll be back even though I’m absolutely certain it’s a bad idea. I want to help find the girl, but more than that, the house... it’s like it’s beckoning to me.

We drive around the city for a while, trying to clear our heads and calm down so my mom won’t be suspicious when we get home. Agnes has reeled in her worry and anger, but Ossie watches out the window as little trails of rats run alongside the car. Random songs and obscure memories keep popping into my head. Redd is still struggling, too.

When we get home, Redd and Agnes fill my mom in on the movie we supposedly saw. Agnes looked up the plot so we’d have a convincing cover story. Ossie watches them lie to her disapprovingly, shaking his head.

I slip off to my room and close the door. I still can’t process what happened. But another feeling creeps in with the disbelief. It’s like I’m being consumed by something. I need to know more about the Spring Street house. But even as I begin to think about how we’ll run the investigation, I can’t push away the feeling of dread, the feeling that this isn’t a good idea. Ethan is clearly hiding something, but it isn’t just that. I can’t pin down why it feels so off.

I take out the EVP meter and remove its little memory stick to upload the file to my computer. I don’t know exactly when the EVP meter got jostled around in my bag and flipped itself on, but the total time reads fifty-six minutes. We were only in the house on Spring Street for an hour at most. It must have been on the entire time.

I turn up the volume on my computer and sink into the chair at my desk to listen. Agnes’s voice is the first one I hear. She’s talking crap about the creepy mermaid in the downstairs bathroom, Ethan’s voice in the background as we go upstairs. I hit “Pause” and lean in to look at the total length of the recording again.

Our conversation about the bathroom happened right before we went upstairs, so the EVP couldn’t have been on the whole time. Confused, I push “Play.”

“The strange things about this house aren’t right in your face,” Ethan’s voice says. “They kind of sneak up on you. Take you by surprise.”

A whirring sound buzzes out of my laptop. I listen intently, unsure if the noise is from the recording or the computer itself. Little stab of panic. Then, the sound of muffled voices echoes out.

I rewind the recording to the point right before Ethan pushed me into the weird little room at the end of the hallway.

“Take you by surprise,” he says.

I pull out my phone and hit the stopwatch. The whirring sound comes again, along with muffled voices in the din of static and unintelligible sounds.

The stopwatch ticks by. Ten seconds... eleven... twelve.

The recording goes on and on. Minutes of nothing but muffled rumblings.
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Chapter 10

Unease ripples through me, like I’m listening to something I shouldn’t be. I text Redd.

ME: Can you come here please? I gotta show you something

My phone dings when he replies.

REDD: Why are you texting me from in the house?

ME: Because I’m lazy. Get in here.

His footsteps sound down the hall. The door handle jiggles and then there’s a pause. I jump up to unlock it, and when I pull it open, Redd is just emerging from the narrow hallway that leads up to the attic. A cold cocoon of air surrounds me, and I stand frozen.

Redd approaches me. “You okay?”

“Did you—” I glance at the handle on my door. “Did you just try to open my door?”

Redd looks behind him. “Didn’t you see me come from upstairs? I had to put my stuff away. Unless I teleported down here—”

“I heard someone come down the hall and try to open my door,” I say.

Redd looks around, concerned. “Maybe Ossie? He’s probably creeping around here somewhere with one of his plague rat buddies.”

The cold feeling dissipates. Our house is old, drafty, and the door handle is loud and loose. It could’ve been anything. That’s the lie I tell myself for now.

“I have to show you something,” I say.

After I play back the audio for him, he looks at me quizzically.

“How long would you say it took me to get back up the stairs?” I ask.

Redd tilts his head to the side. “Ethan pushed you into that room and you vanished,” Redd says. “I snatched him up. Agnes went all crazy-eyed. Ossie started freaking out. Then you came up the stairs.”

“Just like that?” I ask.

He nods, staring at my computer screen. “Pretty much.”

I rewind the audio and listen again.

“When I went into that room, I lost track of time,” I say. “I felt myself fall through the floor, but I didn’t hit the ground on the lower floor immediately. I had the EVP meter in my bag. It was on the whole time. You hear us—me, you, Agnes, and Ethan—right before I go in, and then—look.” I gesture toward the monitor. The time signature for the recording ticks along in seconds, then minutes.

We sit in silence as the time goes by. I keep waiting to hear my footsteps on the stairs, to hear Redd’s voice as I approach him from the hallway, but there’s only a muted whirring, like when the AC kicks on in the summer, and another sound like someone brushing against a hot microphone.

“How long does it go on like that?” Redd asks.

“The entire thing is fifty-six minutes,” I say. “But it didn’t start recording until maybe a minute or two before Ethan pushed me.” I fast-forward the tape.

Redd blinks and shakes his head. “No way. You weren’t gone that long. You came right back up the stairs.”

“That’s what I’m saying. This doesn’t make sense.”

At the fifty-five-minute mark there’s a loud thud, and a few moments later, the sound of my feet on the stairs.

“What did you do?” Redd’s voice says on the recording. “Where is she?”

I finally hear my own voice. “Stop! Stop! I’m here!”

I hit “Pause” and turn to look at Redd, who stands there, staring off.

“Do you know what this means?” I ask. A sudden wave of excitement mixed with a healthy dose of fear washes over me. “I went into that room, and it took me almost an hour to come out.”

“The EVP has gotta be broken or something.” Redd says it almost like it’s a question.

“It’s not the equipment,” I say. “It’s that house.”

“You were gone ten, twenty seconds max,” he says, sitting down on the edge of my bed.

“But the time is captured on the recording,” I say. “It’s right there.”

“I mean, I see that, but—”

“No. No buts,” I say. “We’ve seen full-bodied apparitions. Heard the voices of the dead. Everyone in this house has an unexplained power, but you’re doubting this? C’mon, Redd.”

“I believe you,” he says. “I just... I don’t know. Something was off as soon as I walked in there.”

I remember how bright everyone’s colors were, how I’d felt like my power was pushing against my mom’s bindings in a way it hadn’t before.

“What did you feel when you were in there?” I ask.

Redd narrows his eyes at me and I glance at his chest, where a ball of white shimmers.

“I don’t know why you would want to lie to me,” I say.

The ball of white flickers out and a swirling ball of black collects there. He’s trying very hard to stay calm.

“I was scared, Moll,” he says. “That Ethan guy pushed you into that room, and you were gone. He smiled like it was funny. I wanted to make him forget how to breathe. I thought about it. That’s all it was. A thought. But it was like as soon as I thought about it, he started turning blue. I didn’t even have my hand on his neck. It was just his collar.”

“It usually takes more effort?” I ask. It’s awkward asking him how he mustered the power to kill somebody. This is not a conversation we’ve ever had outright.

Redd’s eyebrows push together. “I mean, I usually don’t walk around thinking about killing people, but yeah, it’d take a lot more effort,” Redd continues. “Especially with Hannigan’s bindings. But this time it felt like it would be almost—easy. Not in a good way. Like I couldn’t hold on to it, like it was getting away from me.”

“Like you couldn’t control it,” I say.

He nods and his expression turns dark, worried. He stands up. “What now? We’re taking the case?”

“We have to,” I say. “Nobody else is going to believe Ethan and that means nobody else can help. But I want to know everything there is to know about that house before we go back.”

“I’ll check with some of my friends at the architectural society,” Redd says. “That place has got to be at least a hundred years old. They might have some information on it.”

“And the missing girl,” I say. “Let’s see what we can find out about her, too.”

Redd pulls out his phone and starts dialing numbers as I go out into the hallway. I glance toward my mom’s room. The door is shut. A soft light flickers from underneath, casting dancing shapes in the confines of the shadowy hallway—the distinct flicker of candlelight. My mom’s voice floats out like the notes of a song. I move a few steps closer. She’s working a spell, one I haven’t heard before. Or maybe I have? There’s something familiar about the cadence. I press my ear against her door. Her voice is so low, it almost doesn’t sound like her at all. The rhythmic intonation is serious and heavy, and again I think I’ve heard it before. In the murmur of her words, I hear her say my name.

I step away from the door. My mom is conjuring something meant for me, and she hasn’t told me about it. This doesn’t sound like a binding, or some random spell.

She is a powerful practitioner. I’ve known that since I was little, when I still thought being a witch meant flying on a broom and wearing a pointy hat. Elphaba—the Wicked Witch of the West—still has my whole heart, but I know now that for conjurers like my mom, it’s more about our house always smelling like burnt offerings, jars of Reckitt’s and camphor mixed with water sitting by almost every door, and a stash of cigars and rum that isn’t for Mom’s personal use. Now she’s working a spell—something for me, and she’s trying to keep it a secret.

“Moll,” Redd calls.

“Coming,” I yell back.

The boards creak behind my mom’s door. I quickly go downstairs, and Redd meets me on the bottom step.

“I have a friend at the architectural society who says she has some information about that house,” he says. “I’m gonna go see what she’s got.”

“What, like blueprints or something?” I ask.

“Yeah, I think so,” he says. “You want to come with me?”

“No, I’m going to start in the basement.” I lower my voice and glance back up the stairs. “We’ve got a copy of just about every book on the history of Portland down there. There has to be something about that house. You said it’s got to be over a hundred years old, right?”

Redd nods. “At least.”

“I’ll start here and then move to the library if I need to.”

“Sounds good,” Redd says. “I’ll call you when I’m on my way back.”

I turn to walk away and Redd catches me gently by the elbow. He leans down and plants a kiss on my forehead, then turns and goes out the door. A giggle sounds from the couch. Ossie sits there under a blanket, snickering to himself.

“I didn’t even see you there,” I say, heat rising in my face.

“How does that poem go?” Ossie asks, pretending to think about something, his fingers stroking a nonexistent beard. “Oh, right. Moll and Redd, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

I reach over and swat him on the leg, and he rolls off the couch laughing to himself.

“That’s not a poem,” I say, heading for the basement door.

“Yeah, it is,” says Ossie. “It’s Shakespeare or something.”

“Um, no,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”

In the basement I pull down two volumes of The Occult History of Portland and toss them on the table. I review a map of the city from the late 1800s, trying to find the location of the house. Some of the streets are familiar, but so much has changed since then. It’s hard to pinpoint exactly where the house should be on the older maps.

I spend an hour narrowing down the general area from landmarks that are still standing. The original spot of the Pittock Mansion is marked but doesn’t help much because it was moved in 1964. But the Pioneer Courthouse and the Lone Fir Cemetery are in their original positions. I work out where the house should be but am a little let down at the results. The Northeast Portland neighborhood where the house is situated was private land all those years ago. Its space on the map shows only trees. My phone buzzes on the table. Redd’s picture flashes on the screen.

“Hey,” I say. “What did you find?”

“Construction on the house started in 1895,” Redd says. “I already figured that based on those textured shingles and that roof.”

“The roof?” I ask.

“It’s steep,” he says. “Like, unnecessarily steep. All those angles. Classic Victorian architecture.”

“Good to know,” I say.

“And you’re never going to believe who commissioned it,” he says.

“Who?” I ask. I have no idea who it could be or how it might be helpful.

“Sarah Winthrup.”





Sarah Winthrup

May 2026

As cited in Winthrups on the Willamette, the Winthrup family made their way from the East Coast to Oregon, where they traveled up the Willamette before finally settling in Portland in the early 1800s. Sarah Winthrup was born to Thomas and Lillian Winthrup in 1870. Thomas made his fortune in finance under the guidance of Jeremiah G. Hamilton, Wall Street’s first Black millionaire.

Doted on by her parents, Sarah had the best tutors, spoke three languages, and even played the violin. She showed a fondness for storytelling when she was young, a trait that later led her parents to claim that her paranormal abilities were nothing more than fanciful imaginings.

In 1891 Sarah married one of her father’s business associates, and they had a son named Nathaniel in 1892. Three years later, her husband and her son died within six months of each other. Many people trace her pursuit of spiritualism to these unfortunate events, but the truth is that even as a child Sarah claimed to be able to see and communicate with the dead. The deaths of her husband and son do mark a turning point for her, though. In the year following their deaths, she founded the Order of Warren, a secretive occult organization. Their practices were so guarded that even today, it’s not entirely clear what their aim was.

What we know for sure is that Sarah had a tenacious spirit and sought to increase her paranormal abilities beyond what was granted to her naturally. There are rumors she spent much of her time delving into the most archaic and mysterious occult practices in hopes of discovering a way to unlock her own hidden potential.

Sarah was a powerful practitioner of what some would call magic, though we are certain it stemmed from her own abilities to commune with the dead, read minds, move objects with her thoughts, and her command of ritual magic. She had many secrets that probably went to the grave with her when she died of typhus in 1910, having lived the last years of her life in relative obscurity. Her impact on the occult community in Portland is undeniable, and her secrets are still revealing themselves to this day.
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Chapter 11

I’ve never come across any mention of the Spring Street house in all my research about Sarah Winthrup, and I’ve done my fair share.

“She commissioned the property under the name Martin Greenbriar,” Redd says. “It was all done on the low, lawyers and middlemen, even though I don’t really know why she’d care if people knew she was building a house.”

“She had this place built?” I ask, still a little stunned.

“Yeah. She drew up the plans herself,” Redd says. “The original blueprints have some hand-drawn sketches with them. But that’s not even the weirdest thing.” Redd takes a deep breath and pauses for a moment. “Sarah hired a team of guys to build this thing, and it took them four years to do it.”

“Okay,” I say. “Is that it?”

“It was a seven-man team,” Redd says. “Foreman’s name was Merkley.”

I fumble my phone but catch it before it hits the ground. My mind loops back on all the things I’ve uncovered in my time reading about ghosts and strange happenings in the City of Roses. My blood runs cold.

“The Merkley incident?” I whisper.

“Yup,” says Redd. “Look, I’m gonna make copies of everything I found, and then I’ll head your way. Try not to freak out too much.”

“Too late,” I say.

He hangs up, and I sit in a stunned silence for what feels like forever. When the fog lifts, I go to the shelf and pull down another book, Mysteries and Monsters: Portland. Post-it notes jut out from the pages like colorful tongues, each of them marked up with something one of us thought was important for some reason. The book is a collection of bizarre events and occurrences in the city, some dating back over a hundred years. At the back is a yellow sticky note with my handwriting marking the section titled “The Merkley Incident.”

The passage is short, only a few lines that read,


The Merkley incident, one of the most mysterious incidents in Portland’s history, also happens to be one of its least well-known stories. Sometime around 1900, a man named Michael Merkley went missing along with his entire crew. Seven men vanished seemingly into thin air. The world moved on and the Merkley incident was all but forgotten. There were rumors that the men had been commissioned to build something that required the utmost secrecy, and after its completion, went into hiding or were killed to maintain that secret. There has been no evidence to suggest that the men were working on anything secret in the years preceding their disappearance, and while an official investigation was launched, it was reported in The Standard that it yielded no leads, no new evidence, and no answers.



The door at the top of the stairs creaks open. There’s a shuffling on the landing, and a little shiver runs through me as foot-steps descend the stairs. Agnes appears at the bottom.

I let the air hiss out from between my teeth. “You scared the crap out of me.”

Agnes smiles and saunters over. “You’re jumpy. Why?”

I lean back in my chair. “I don’t even know where to start.” I tell her about the recording and the lost time, about how Redd felt strange in the coffeehouse and so did I.

She takes it all in, calm as ever. “So it wasn’t just me.”

“You mean with Ethan and not being able to read him?” I ask.

“I’m not sure what that’s about,” she says. “But it’s not just that. When we were in there, it was like I was watching myself from the outside.”

“What do you mean?”

“In my head I could see Hannigan’s bindings breaking apart,” Agnes says. “I wasn’t even afraid. It was like I was letting go. When you came back up and said my name, I snapped back. That part scared me. It’s like I didn’t know I was losing control until you said something.”

We’re both quiet.

“What now?” Agnes asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “But Redd found some information about the house. Guess who paid to have it built?”

Agnes shrugs. “No clue.”

“Sarah Winthrup.”

Agnes leans forward and puts an elbow on the table. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah,” I say, nodding. “Redd is bringing me some stuff he found at the architectural society.”

“Wait,” she says. “Why didn’t we know about this before now?”

“That’s the thing,” I say. “It sounds like Sarah didn’t want us to. She commissioned it under a different name and tried to keep it a secret. Redd says she even drew up the plans for the house herself.”

“Seriously?” Agnes’s eyebrows arch up as she peers down at the book I have in front of me. “Is this connected to the Merkley incident?”

“Yes,” I say. “Sarah hired a seven-man team to build the house, and the foreman’s name was Merkley. This is the incident—the thing they were working on when they disappeared.”

Agnes looks stunned. “What the hell is going on with this place?”

“Whatever it is, we have to figure it out,” I say.

Twenty minutes later, as Agnes and I look over the Merkley incident again, the door at the top of the stairs opens.

“It’s Redd,” Agnes says. She pats my arm like she knows I’m on edge.

Redd comes down and drops a folder and a large manila envelope on the table and slumps into a chair.

“Do you know what the nine smells like with all the windows up?” He looks like he’s going to throw up.

“Like hot garbage juice?” I ask.

“Pretty much,” he says. “And ass. Sweaty, dirty, musty—”

“Okay,” says Agnes. “I think we get it.”

“Well, good,” says Redd. He pulls off his sweater and throws it in the corner like it did something to him personally. “I’m gonna have to bleach that. Maybe set it on fire.”

I feel cheated as I look over the papers on the table. I thought I knew pretty much everything there is to know about Sarah Winthrup’s work as the driving force behind Portland’s early spiritualist movement. I know about her childhood, her family, her insatiable drive to gain more occult power—everything. I even found a small tintype of her and her mother when she was a toddler, one of the only photographs of her that exists because she refused to be captured on film after about the age of twelve. But I’ve never come across anything about her connection to the Spring Street house.

Redd picks up a folder. “This is the stuff my friend pulled up. There are some sketches of the land before the house was built, a copy of the land deed, and handwritten receipts for some of the building materials under the name Greenbriar. It’s all connected to her.”

I pull out a stack of photocopied photographs. The first is of a young Sarah and her mother, Lillian, the same image from the tintype. Her dark eyes stare back at me from the photo. A cold feeling envelops me as I take another picture from the file. It’s of a group of men, all in coveralls, some of them holding saws, others hammers, clustered together at the front of a half-built house. The archway of the huge mahogany front door is unmistakable. It’s the Spring Street house.

I push the photo toward Redd. “Merkley and his men,” I say. “It’s like they dropped off the face of the earth. And nobody has any real idea of what happened to them. Just... gone.”

“Everything else I could find is here,” Redd says, opening the manila envelope. “We should go through, piece by piece, and see what we come up with.”

“Let me go grab my computer,” I say. I run upstairs, and when I get to the hallway, Ossie is standing there with the strangest look on his face. His brow is so furrowed it looks like he only has one long eyebrow. His mouth is closed into a little O as he looks over his shoulder and then back to me.

“How’d you get over here so fast?” he asks. “And your hair. It’s still in braids?”

“What?” I ask, still trying to read his expression.

“Weren’t you just in your room?” he asks.

“I was in the basement,” I say slowly. “Are you okay?”

He crosses his arms hard over his chest. “I don’t like it when you play tricks on me, Moll.”

“I didn’t trick you,” I say. “What’s wrong?”

His chest fluoresces an intense yellow. “I thought—I thought I just saw you in your room, sitting at your desk. I thought you changed your hair.”

The cold comes again, and this time, it’s like someone has dumped a bucket of ice water over my head. As Ossie reads my reaction, a scratching sound draws my attention to the back door. A pile of rodents squirm against the glass. Redd and Agnes come up from the basement, and Redd inhales sharply as he catches sight of the rats.

“What’s going on?” Agnes asks.

“Did you invite somebody over?” Ossie asks, his tone creeping up with each syllable.

I shake my head.

The color drains away from Ossie’s face. “Moll, somebody is sitting in your room.”
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Chapter 12

I put my arm around Ossie’s neck, letting my hand fall down onto his chest. His heart beats like a bird trying to escape a cage. I gently will a thin ribbon of black calm to encircle the dancing yellow orb at his chest. He takes a deep breath, and his heartbeat trips into a slower pace.

“What is happening?” Redd asks.

“There’s somebody in Moll’s room,” Ossie says.

“Agnes, can you come upstairs with me?” I ask. “And Redd, can you keep an eye on Ossie for a minute?”

Redd doesn’t question anything, he simply steers Ossie to the kitchen table, and they sit down together. Agnes and I stand at the bottom of the steps that lead to the upstairs hallway.

“Earlier, I thought someone was trying to get into my room,” I say. “The handle was turning, and I heard footsteps in the hall.”

Agnes turns to look at me as I put my foot on the bottom step.

“We’re going up?” Agnes asks.

I nod.

We hold our breath as we creep up the stairs and to my closed bedroom door.

“On three?” Agnes whispers.

I nod. “One... two...”

“Three!” Agnes shouts.

I throw open the door so hard it hits the inside wall, bounces back, and closes itself again.

“Shit,” says Agnes.

In the half second the door was open, we both saw a woman with long black hair sitting on the edge of my bed, staring straight ahead.

Before either of us can come up with an excuse to run, I grab the handle and push the door open. The woman is gone, but there’s a depression on my mattress that slowly corrects itself as we enter the room.

“You saw that, right?” I ask.

“If I say no, can we pretend we didn’t?” Agnes asks.

“It was her,” I say, pacing back and forth in front of my bed. “The woman from my dream.” I grab an EVP recorder off my desk and switch it on.

“Who’s here?” I ask aloud, my hands trembling so bad I almost drop the recorder. “What do you want?”

The light on the recorder that indicates someone is speaking flickers on and off. Agnes and I stare at each other, frozen where we stand. A draft pushes through the room, making the curtains sway. The drop in temperature turns my skin to gooseflesh. The room gets so cold I can see my own breaths pumping out of me.

“Why are you following us?” Agnes asks, her voice shaky. “Do you need our help?”

The bedroom door slams shut, and I almost jump out of my skin, dropping the EVP recorder. It crashes to the ground, breaking into dozens of pieces across the hardwood floor. I grab the door handle only to find it locked. Agnes is immediately at my side, and together we try to force the door open, but it won’t budge.

There’s a rustling behind me.

My throat is tight, like I can’t breathe. I want to turn around but I’m terrified. I force out my breaths, stifle the overwhelming fear, and turn around. My head is so fuzzy that I begin to wonder if this is real. Pencils and computer parts, pillows and blankets are suspended in midair, hovering like balloons, drifting silently. I grab Agnes’s arm and she turns, a mask of shock stretched across her face.

“Moll... ,” she whispers.

Paper clips and notebooks float up as if they’d been caught in a breeze. There’s a flurry of footsteps in the hall and muffled voices.

Agnes and I stand in complete awe as the contents of my room rise into the air. There’s banging on my door, the handle rattling as Redd and Ossie yell, trying desperately to get in.

“Moll!” Redd calls from the hallway.

I can’t form the words to answer him.

The door flies open and Redd, Ossie, and my mom all fall into my room.

The air is thick with electricity. All around us, little bursts of light spark bright like fireflies. The sweet, pungent zing of ozone stings my nose.

Agnes grips my arm, and as I turn to her, the ball of energy on her chest turns slate gray, her eyes cloud over, and her mouth yawns open. Her head tilts back, like her neck is broken. The gauzelike substance spills from her mouth again, blanketing her body. It billows up like a cloud, and the voice bellows out of her. The same pattern of unintelligible sound that I now understand can only be heard if it’s played backward.

My mom stands rigid, her eyes wide, her colors reflecting the fear we all feel. A loud crack splits the silence as a bolt of electricity arcs across the room. The floating objects crash down all at once with a thunderous roar.

Agnes collapses as the ectoplasm retreats down her throat. She props herself up on her elbows, gasping. Ossie cowers against the hallway wall as me and my mom help Agnes to her feet and onto my bed. My mom watches Agnes closely, fingers tented in front of her mouth. A palpable sense of confusion permeates the air.

“Something is happening,” I say.

“Oh, really?” Ossie asks, sarcasm dripping from every word. “You think something is happening? What was it? The ghost? That stuff that came out of Agnes’s mouth?”

“Again?” Agnes asks.

“What do you mean again?” my mom asks. “This has happened before?”

I nod, reluctantly. “And I’ve seen her before.”

My mom eyes me suspiciously. “Who?”

“A woman with long black hair,” I say. “Ossie saw her at my desk. Agnes and I both saw her sitting on my bed. Just now.”

“Where did you see her before?” my mom asks quietly.

I chew at the inside of my cheek, trying to think how I’m supposed to answer this question without telling my mom everything we’ve been up to behind her back. I glance at Redd. Ossie is still cowering behind him. Redd catches my gaze and nods.

“Y’all are so obvious it’s almost painful,” Mom says. “I’m not going to ask you again.”

Her emotions are a ball of red and blue, their overlap a deep purple. She’s upset. But she notices me studying her and takes a deep breath. Her colors shift to black.

I decide to start at the beginning.

“I—we—started a website,” I say.

My mom raises an eyebrow. “About what?”

“Paranormal occurrences in the city.”

She studies me carefully. “Something tells me that’s not all.”

My heart gallops in my chest. I’ve hated lying to her but I felt like I didn’t have any other choice. I can’t just pretend I don’t have these abilities, or like I don’t wonder what they connect me to, what I’m a part of. All of this would be easier if I could just talk to her, if she would just listen. I realize how much I’ve wanted—needed—her help. “We’ve been—offering some services.”

She stiffens up. “Like what?”

“Investigative services,” I say. “Paranormal investigative services.”

I expect anger. I brace myself, but the emotions that overtake her are the yellow hues of fear and the blue tones of sadness and worry.

“Mom, I—”

She puts up her hand. “Whatever you’re doing, you have to stop. It’s not safe. Do you see what just happened in here?” She gestures at Agnes, who’s still catching her breath, and at the disarray that is now my room.

“Mom, please just listen,” I say. “You have to hear what we found, the things we’ve seen. We captured a full-bodied apparition on film at the theater. And the woman that was in my room—we saw her at the theater, too. The exact same woman also came to me in a dream.”

My mom’s eyebrow arches up. “What kind of dream?”

“The kind that feels real,” I say. “The kind you don’t forget when you wake up.”

Mom sits silently.

“And it’s not just me,” I say. “Agnes is having the same dream.”

My mom says nothing so I continue.

“Besides that, there is this girl who went missing, and the house where she was last seen is a coffee shop now. We went over to check it out. When we looked into it a little more, guess what we found out? Sarah Winthrup is the person who had this place built.”

My mom lifts her head and meets my eyes. There’s fear—no. Not just fear. Terror.

“We have to take this case,” I say. “Something is drawing me to it. Not just the missing girl or Winthrup’s secrets. I need to do this. Me and Agnes and Redd, and even Ossie. If you’re worried, you can do another spell, right? Something for protection. Maybe like the one you’re working up in your room?”

My mom looks across at Agnes and then back to me. “You’ve been doing all this work behind my back, and now look.” She shakes her head. “You brought something home. Whoever she is, whatever she wants, she’s attached herself to you.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “This feels different. We didn’t find her. She found us. It’s like she’s trying to communicate with us.”

My mom is quiet for a moment, tapping her fingers against her leg, staring off like she’s thinking very hard about something. “Do you think this person in your dream is the missing girl?”

“I don’t think so,” I say. “The picture on the news showed a girl with short blond hair. The woman from the tapes, in my dream, and here in my room just now has long black hair.”

“And I can’t read the apparition clearly,” Agnes chimes in. The color is returning to her face now. “I tried to read the missing girl and I was able to get something. I sensed her presence, but I couldn’t tell where she was or what she was thinking. It’s like she’s dead and alive at the same time.”

“So we’re pretty sure this Ethan guy is a murderer or at least had something to do with the girl’s disappearance,” Redd says to my mom. “Right?” he says, turning to me.

“Ethan?” my mother asks.

“The guy who owns the coffee shop,” I say.

Agnes shakes her head. “That bothers me most. His head is a ball of white noise. It shouldn’t be.”

My mom stands quietly, her entire frame trembling. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all.”

I feel desperate all of a sudden. I want her on board. I don’t want to lie to her anymore but I also know I can’t let this go.

“We helped a man cross over at the theater,” I say. “We watched him go. He had a daughter and she was there. We have a chance to help people and maybe find out more about why we are the way we are. I know you’re scared—”

“I’m not afraid,” she says quickly. Flash of white. A lie.

I ignore it. “Then let us take this case. Help us find out what this woman who’s attached herself to us wants. We can check out the house on Spring Street and maybe help bring that missing girl home. Please, Mom.”

She looks at me with an expression I can’t quite read. It’s a mixture of concern, fear, and almost sadness. She sits down again and composes herself. “If I said yes—”

“Yes!” I shout. She gives me a look that says sit the hell down and let me finish.

“If I said yes,” she continues, “you have to keep me in the loop the entire time. No more secrets.”

I hesitate. I don’t have a problem with anything she’s saying, but I can’t get over how upset she looks.

“I promise,” I say.

She takes my hand in hers and squeezes it. “I love you so much,” she says in a whisper. She puts her hand on the side of my face. “All of you.”

“We love you, too,” I say.

“Let’s show her what we found,” says Agnes.

I grab my laptop and we sit down and tell her everything, and in order this time—the Oculus posts, the entities we caught on tape, the reversed EVP recording, the way Agnes had been involuntarily channeling someone. My mom takes everything in without saying a single word. Redd goes to the basement and grabs the information he brought from the architectural society.

“I think I know what our next step should be,” he says, handing me the envelope. “It turns out Martin Greenbriar was a real person.”

“It’s not some name Sarah Winthrup made up as a cover?” I ask.

“No,” says Redd. He scrolls through something on his phone. “He was some kind of scientist. He’s got a living relative, a great-great-niece who still lives here in the city. She’s, like, a hundred years old but maybe she can tell us something about him.”

“It’s worth a shot,” I say. I look at my mom. “Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow,” she says. She gets up, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “I need to lie down. Try not to get possessed or invite any other paranormal entities into this house in the meantime. Got it?”

“Got it,” I say.
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Chapter 13

The next morning my mom drives me and Redd to the address Redd found for Martin Greenbriar’s great-great-niece. Agnes and Ossie decide to stay home, and as we drive away from the house, I catch a glimpse of Ossie ducking into the garage, probably to pay his rat king a little visit.

We pull up to 3202 Hoyt Street and get out as the midmorning sun slants through the towering oak trees. The house, nestled behind a wrought iron gate and a wall of impenetrable hedges, looks like something straight out of a fairy tale.

“Wow,” Redd whispers. His eyes move over the angles of the house, its stone façade and slate roof, its conical turrets. “This place is great.”

My mom pushes a button on the front of a little box next to the gate.

“Can I help you?” a woman’s voice rattles out of the speaker.

“Yes. Hi.” I lean in close to the box. “We’re looking for some information about Martin Greenbriar, and we were told he has some family living here. A Penelope Marsh?”

“Go away,” the woman’s voice says. The box goes silent.

I peer up at the house, and a curtain draws back slightly in one of the upper windows. Maybe this lady doesn’t want to be bothered. Redd pushes the button on the box.

“Hi—um—your house, it’s built in the Richardsonian Romanesque style, isn’t it?” He asks. “What year was it built? 1900?”

There’s a pause, and the box crackles to life again.

“1896.”

Redd smiles. “And the turrets—they’re original construction? Is the inside as beautiful as the exterior?”

Another pause.

My jaw drops when the gate buzzes and the lock pops open.

Redd smirks and sticks out his chest a little. “People who live in these kinds of houses love to talk about them.”

The gate creaks open and we go through. Wide granite steps lead up to a set of towering mahogany doors accented with panes of sky-blue stained glass.

Redd runs his hand across the exterior. “Herringbone brickwork—so beautiful. This place is amazing.”

Someone fumbles with the lock on the other side of the door. It opens a crack, and an ancient-looking woman peers out at us.

“Are you Penelope Marsh?” I ask.

“Who wants to know?” she asks sharply.

“You have a beautiful home,” Redd says.

“I know,” she says, cracking a crooked smile, her false teeth the color of printer paper. “You said something about Martin Greenbriar. Why do you want to know about him?”

“We were looking into the history of another house in the area,” I say. “And we think he was connected to it somehow.”

She narrows her gaze at me, and the hair on the back of my neck stands up. She holds my gaze, unblinking. In my head there is a high-pitched buzzing. I touch my ear and the buzzing stops.

“Come in,” she says curtly.

Penelope pulls the door open and we follow her inside. The pungent aroma of strong coffee and lavender engulfs me. Her energy is calm, collected, much like Agnes on a good day. She stands in the foyer watching us as we awkwardly ogle the beautiful interior of her home.

“I can see you appreciate the skill of the builders,” she says, eyeing Redd. “That’s a rare thing in someone as young as yourself. You young people are all about minimalism, tables that turn into couches and other such nonsense.”

I have no clue what that’s supposed to mean, but Redd smiles wide. Penelope eyes Redd carefully, and Redd touches his ear.

“They don’t make houses like this anymore,” Redd says, sounding a little flustered. He runs his hand over a piece of trim that sits about waist high and runs the length of the wall. Ornately carved, it resembles a vine, with little leaves, no bigger than a thumbnail, sprouting out from it. “Everyone is in a rush. Everything is a cookie-cutter version of something else. This place is unique.”

Penelope’s face softens and she laughs. “Oh, I like you very much.” She loops her arm through Redd’s and leads him to the front room. “Such a handsome young man.”

Redd looks back at me over his shoulder and grins so wide I feel like I can see all his teeth.

“Have a seat,” Penelope says. “I’ll get the coffee.”

She waves us into a large room off the main hallway. Two overstuffed leather chairs and a matching sofa sit in front of an ornately engraved fireplace. A table strewn with books and papers, a large statue of an eagle perched on a branch, and shelves lined with more books are all covered in a fine layer of dust.

“What are you hoping she can tell us?” Mom asks as she examines an ancient-looking grandfather clock.

“Anything about how Sarah Winthrup was connected to the Spring Street house,” I say.

“Do you think she’d even know about something like that?” she asks. “It was a long time ago.”

I shrug. I’m hoping we’ll find out.

Penelope returns carrying a silver tray with a steaming pot of coffee and four porcelain mugs. She pours each of us a cup and settles into the well-worn chair closest to the fireplace. We all sit.

“A lot of people come here asking about the house,” says Penelope. “It’s a sort of landmark, I suppose.” She’s pushing ninety for sure, maybe a little older. The skin across the back of her hands is paper-thin, the blue veins underneath crisscrossing like little tangled ropes. Her stiff fingers with knuckles like the knots on a tree grasp her coffee cup. “But let’s cut the bullshit. I know you’re not here for that.”

The curse word from her lips catches me off guard.

“Language, Miss Penelope,” Redd says jokingly.

Penelope laughs lightly.

“We know Sarah Winthrup commissioned the building of a house under Martin Greenbriar’s name,” I say, deciding to level with her. “And we were hoping to find out why. You’re his niece a few times over, right?”

Penelope stiffens. “I am.” She sets her cup down on a little table next to her chair. “People say he was a kind but complicated man. He died the same year I was born, so I didn’t know him personally, but my mother was quite fond of him.” She takes a swig of her coffee and glances at me over the rim of her cup. “I find it strange that a group of young people such as yourselves would come looking for information about him. He’s been dead and gone a good long while.”

“There’s a house in the northeast part of the city,” I say. “A coffee shop called Alister’s is being run out of it now, but we did some digging and found that it was built by Sarah Winthrup, with Martin Greenbriar as the benefactor.”

Penelope pulls a blanket from the back of the chair, tossing it over her legs. “My mother said Martin was an odd sort of fellow. He dedicated his life to his work. Science—that was his passion. It’s no secret that he adored Sarah, but those rumors about a relationship weren’t true from what I can tell.”

“What rumors?” Redd asks.

Penelope studies him for a minute. “Martin was there for Sarah after her husband died. Many people believed he was there for her before then, too.” She shakes her head. “No. They were drawn together by forces that were much more—unconventional.”

“How so?” my mom asks.

Penelope glances at me again. I’m struck by the milky-blue hue of her eyes.

“Martin was a man of science. But Sarah, with her spirituality . . . many thought theirs was an odd friendship. Hence the rumors of an affair,” Penelope says. “Most people didn’t understand that their beliefs go hand in hand in the practice of alchemy. The scientific and the spiritual.”

“They were alchemists?” I ask, stunned.

Penelope nods. “Martin was, and Sarah had an almost obsessive interest in alchemy as well. After the deaths of her husband and son, Sarah threw herself into alchemic study, and Martin was at her side throughout. She was a force to be reckoned with.” Penelope looks thoughtful. She lets her gaze wander to my mother. “Have you ever been to a séance?”

I glance at my mom. She clenches her jaw and shakes her head no.

“It’s fascinating,” Penelope continues, taking another sip of her coffee. “Sometimes people hear disembodied voices. The table will move, or the spiritualist leading the thing will fall into a trance. It’s all good fun. Until it’s revealed to be a lie and then everyone is disappointed. Back then, people thought spiritualists were a bunch of liars and con artists—still do. Sarah knew better, though. She was convinced she could increase her own natural abilities through her study of the occult.”

Redd glances at me, and my mom puts down her cup.

“Because Sarah was a medium?” Redd asks. He knows she was. He has the worst poker face I’ve ever seen.

“Let’s not pretend you don’t know exactly what I mean,” says Penelope in an ominous sort of tone.

I wish Agnes was here. She could read Penelope and find out where she’s going with this.

“No, she couldn’t,” says Penelope, staring directly at me. “I wouldn’t let Agnes, whoever she is, in my head for a second.”

Redd shoots out of his chair. My mom jumps up, too.

Penelope is in my head.

“You’re not the only one with secrets, my dear,” Penelope says aloud before taking another drink.

“Let’s go,” my mom says. She loops her arm under mine and pulls me out of the chair. We rush toward the front door, and Penelope follows us.

“Stay back!” my mom shouts.

“Mom, what are you—we don’t need to leave,” I say. “It’s fine. She’s like us. That’s a good thing.”

“Oh, she’s your mother. That makes sense,” says Penelope.

“What?” I ask. “What makes sense?”

“Out the door,” my mom says. “Now.”

“Ah yes,” says Penelope, her eyes narrowing. “We all have our secrets.”

Mom nudges me and Redd out the door.

“Come back alone,” Penelope says, her voice ringing clear in my head. “I have so much more to tell you.”

My mom drives away from the house, blowing through a stop sign and cursing under her breath. When we get home she goes to her room and closes the door.

Agnes saunters in from the kitchen. “What happened?”

“The old lady we went to see could read Moll,” Redd says.

“Really?” Agnes looks amused. “What else did you find out?”

“Nothing much,” Redd says. “We were there for, like, ten minutes before Hannigan flipped out. I guess Sarah Winthrup was involved with Martin Greenbriar and they had some kind of common interest in alchemy.”

“Um, okay?” Agnes says. “So we literally learned nothing important.”

“There’s a ninety-something-year-old woman who is just like us and has more information she wants to share.” I glance toward the stairs. “I’m going back right now to talk to Penelope alone.”

“Of course you are,” says Redd, rubbing his temple with his fingers.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Agnes is concerned. “Hannigan doesn’t want to be left out of anything.”

“I know,” I say. “I want to do what she’s asking me to, but I’m a little worried about how she reacted to Penelope. It was—weird. She was yelling.”

“At the old lady?” Agnes looks stunned. “Rude.”

“I mean, yeah, rude, but it’s something else, too,” I say. “It’s like she was afraid of her.” I lean closer to Agnes, lowering my voice. “I think you should come back with me. Maybe you can stay in the car and listen in through me. If anything crazy happens, you can get ahold of Mom.”

I turn to Redd. “Are you coming with?”

“I’ll stay with Ossie,” he says.

“Stay with me for what?” Ossie asks as he comes into the living room and sits on the couch. “Hannigan’s here. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Yes, you do,” says Redd. “Remember what happened—”

“First of all,” Ossie says loudly, “pancakes have to be crispy, and you need oil to make them crispy.”

Redd rolls his eyes. “You used a whole pan full and almost started a grease fire. Who deep-fries pancakes, Ossie? Who?”

Ossie scowls.

They’re still arguing about fried pancakes when Agnes and I scoot out the door and make the drive back to Hoyt Street.





Alchemy

July 2026

If you could stitch together chemistry, mysticism, spiritualism, philosophy, and add in a healthy dose of psychedelic drugs, you’d get something called alchemy.

The city of Alexandria was once the center of alchemical studies. From there, it spread throughout Africa, Europe, and Asia. One of alchemy’s main goals is the transmutation of base metals into gold. Alchemists worked in secret and often used a coded language to record their experiments and practices.

One of the central figures of alchemy that most people are familiar with is Nicolas Flamel. He was a French scribe, and after he died, rumors began to surface that he had been able to decipher the alchemical language and use it to produce the philosopher’s stone, granting him and his wife, Perenelle, immortality. Legend has it that Perenelle and Nicolas decoded a mysterious twenty-one-page book that he had come across in his time as a book buyer and that they were able to produce, gold, silver, and eventually the immortality stone from base metals. More obscure rumors said that one of the key ingredients for the creation of the immortality stone was a rare plant said to have been guarded by the descendants of an ancient goddess. Flamel thought alchemy could be used to create materials that possessed strange properties and could not be burned, broken, or cut.

Alchemy is a strange and mysterious practice. There are no definitive sources on it, but it’s something we’ve been intrigued with for a long time. Maybe through our research we can learn more.





[image: ]





Chapter 14

Before I have a chance to press the button on the buzzer in front of Penelope’s house, the gate pops open. She greets me at the door, smiling.

“You knew I’d come back,” I say, studying her closely. There’s a bright ball of green at her chest.

“Of course,” she says. “Come in. And tell your friend she can come in, but she’s to stay out of my head.”

I glance back at the car. “She doesn’t mind waiting.”

Penelope huffs. “If you say so.”

We sit down together in her living room.

“Penelope—” I begin.

“Call me Nell,” she says. “Penelope seems kind of old-fashioned, doesn’t it?” She smiles warmly but I can feel her pushing in on me. “Don’t be nervous. You’re here against your mother’s wishes, but she’ll forgive you for it.”

She’d picked that out of my head. “You read people without their permission?”

“I’ll stop if it’s bothering you,” she says.

“It is.” An uneasy feeling creeps in. I want to know what she has to say, but the number-one rule among all the psychics I’ve ever met is to not read people unless they tell you it’s okay.

She sits back in her chair and crosses her legs. “It’s rude of me. A bad habit, I’m afraid. So many people come to this house. Many of them are trying to con me out of it—real estate developers and such. I like to take a peek inside their heads to see what they’re up to.”

“I’m not trying to con you out of anything,” I say. “Promise.”

“No, I can see that.” She hesitates for a moment before continuing. “I asked you to come back alone because your mother, well—I caught several things from her that seemed rather odd.”

“Wait,” I say, my heart skipping into a fast rhythm. “You could read her?”

“At first, yes,” Penelope says. “But when I pushed a little harder, she closed herself off completely. The white noise she emitted was too much for me to handle. I could barely concentrate on anything you and your handsome friend had to say. She is very good at keeping people out of her head.”

I make a mental note to tell Redd that Penelope called him handsome again. “But you caught something before she shut herself off?” I move to the edge of my seat. “What was it?”

Penelope tilts her head to the side. “Are you sure you want to know?”

“Yes,” I say, even though that’s not true at all. I’m terrified of what she might say, but I need to hear it anyway.

“A mother and her child should be able to talk about anything,” Penelope says. “Aren’t you two close?”

“That’s a pretty personal question,” I say.

Penelope shrugs as if to say so what. “What can I say? I’m that nosy old biddy who knows everyone’s secrets.”

I want to keep my thoughts from Penelope, but I also want Agnes to be able to listen in. I try to focus. “It’s complicated,” I say.

“Some unspoken things between the two of you?” Penelope asks. “Something you’re keeping locked away—something deep inside yourself?”

“You weren’t kidding when you said you were nosy,” I say.

Penelope gives a little huff. “I tried to tell you.” She sits forward in her chair. “What is it between you and your mother?”

She tilts her head, and I can feel her pushing into mine. The pressure builds in my temple like my head’s in a vise.

“You said you were going to tell me about what you found in my mom’s head,” I say. “You don’t need to read me for that.”

Penelope sits back, and the pressure in my head dissipates. She sighs and taps her finger on the chair. “Something about your father. It has your mother almost beside herself.”

I’m a little taken aback. I expected her to say my mom had been thinking about how afraid she was of me. “You saw something about my father when you tried to read my mom?”

“Your mother is afraid,” Penelope says quietly.

“Afraid of what?” I ask.

“Your father,” says Penelope.

“What? Why?” That doesn’t make sense. I don’t know my father at all. He walked out on my mom before I was even born. Neither of us have seen or heard from him since. It’s not even a topic that comes up anymore.

“I don’t know,” says Penelope as she stares off. “Is he abusive? Is he hurting you? That’s what it felt like.”

“No, it’s not like that,” I say. “He’s not even around. He never has been.”

“Oh. I see,” she says. “Well, perhaps it’s for the best. She really did seem quite terrified of him. Maybe there’s a reason he isn’t around anymore.”

I don’t have any feelings about him one way or the other. I’m not mad that he isn’t here, and I don’t spend a lot of time wondering what he’s doing or where he is. I thought my mom was just as indifferent to the situation as I am. Maybe I’m wrong.

Penelope stands up and smooths out her skirt. An empty gesture. Her clothing is so starched, I’m sure her outfit will still be Penelope-shaped when she takes it off. She walks to the radio and turns the dial. A soft repetitive click is the only sound that comes out. She frowns.

“Damned thing never works when I want it to,” she mumbles.

I peer around her. The radio is old, a Zenith, probably from the 1960s.

“I can take a look at it if you’d like,” I say.

Penelope’s face lights up. “You could do that?”

I smile, giving her a quick nod before going to the radio and inspecting it. I try to turn it around and realize it weighs at least twenty pounds.

“You know, I could find a new radio for you,” I say. “Something with a digital display and a USB port or two. You could plug in your phone and use it as a speaker.” I glance at her, and she looks utterly confused.

“I don’t own a cell phone,” she says, giving me a wink. “And I’m not sure what a USB port is, but if you could fix that old hunk of junk, I’d be happy.”

I laugh a little and unplug the radio from the wall, lugging it over to the coffee table.

“Do you have any tools?” I ask.

“As a matter of fact—” She disappears into the hall and returns a few minutes later with a small metal tool case that looks like it’s probably older than the radio. “This was my husband’s. All of his junk is lying around the house. He died fifteen years ago.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say.

She sets the toolbox down. “Don’t be. He was the rottenest son of a bitch you could ever imagine. He died of a heart attack right in that chair.” She motions toward the chair she’d been sitting in. I shudder, and Penelope shrugs. “Left me a pile of money. I don’t even miss him.”

I stifle a nervous laugh as I open the radio’s housing and Penelope shuffles over to the built-in bookshelf at the rear of the room.

“She’s something else.” Agnes’s voice in my head startles me. My hand slips and sends a Phillips head clattering to the table.

Penelope plants her hand on her hip and eyes me carefully. She closes her eyes for a moment, and then a few seconds later there’s a knock at the door.

“Would you get that for me, dear?” Penelope asks.

She turns back to the bookshelf while I go to the front door to find Agnes standing on the stoop.

“She told me that since I was going to listen anyway, I might as well come in and stop being a creep,” Agnes says. She steps inside and follows me down the hall.

“Looks like we’re having a party,” says Penelope without turning around, but I can hear the sarcasm in her voice.

Agnes sits in the chair where Penelope’s husband died and immediately stands up again.

“You were just gonna let me sit there?” Agnes clutches at her chest. “Somebody died in that chair.”

“The energy is quite palpable, isn’t it?” Penelope asks. “He was in that chair for several hours after he died. It was a bit of a mess, but eventually the smell faded.”

Agnes brushes off her sweater like she’s walked into a spider’s web and is trying to get it off. She sits down in one of the other leather chairs, a scowl stretched across her face.

I examine the inside of the radio and locate the problem. The volume control is stuck. I use a little electrical contact cleaner from the tool kit and slide the control back and forth to get it moving again. Once I close up the radio, I haul it back to the stand and plug it in. It plays softly. I glance at Penelope, who smiles warmly as the music floats out.

“So, you’ve read all about Sarah Winthrup and her association with the spiritualist movement?” Penelope asks.

I sense it’s a rhetorical question, so I don’t answer.

“Ben Macomb. Margret Rattenbougher. Leah Hines. Sharia Matthews. Katherine Fraser. All these people were involved in spiritualism, tarot reading, all kinds of things considered taboo for the day,” says Penelope. “But do you know what else they had in common?”

Margret Rattenbougher was a psychic, well known in occult circles. Katherine Fraser claimed to be able to move things with her mind. I know the other names, but I can’t place them.

“Are you gonna tell us or you want us to guess?” asks Agnes.

“Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of experts?” Penelope asks.

“I recognize some of the names you mentioned,” I say. “They’re all associated with the early spiritualist movement here in the city.”

“And each of them was loyal to Sarah Winthrup,” Penelope says. “Their unabashed loyalty led many to believe that she had started some kind of cult.”

“The Order of Warren,” I say. “That’s what her followers were called. There’s, like, one or two mentions of them in all the things I’ve read.”

“That’s right,” Penelope says. “There is a curious lack of information surrounding the Order. Katherine Fraser was Sarah’s right hand before she abruptly returned home to Scotland. Ben Macomb up and died out of the blue.” She shrugs her shoulders. “Mundane stuff, until you realize that none of it is true.”

“Wait,” Agnes says. “What’s not true?”

“Katherine didn’t go anywhere,” Penelope says. “And Ben Macomb didn’t die when the paper says he did. They, along with many other members of the Order of Warren, simply disappeared, never to be heard from again.” Penelope finds what she’s looking for on her bookshelf. She pulls down a small book covered by a thick cloth. “Don’t you find that strange?”

“Hold on,” I say. “Katherine Fraser definitely went back to Scotland.”

Penelope’s brow arches up. “And where did you hear that?”

I rack my brain to find the information among everything I’ve learned about the spiritualist movement in Portland. “A clipping from The Standard. The article says she dropped out of sight for several years after meeting Sarah and then went back to Scotland.”

“The Standard.” Penelope smiles. “I’d be careful putting your trust in such propaganda.”

“Propaganda?” I ask, confused.

“The Standard was owned by Martin Greenbriar,” Penelope says. “Bought and paid for when it was just a fledgling paper.” She sits down in her chair with the object she’s pulled from the shelf in her lap. “Anything that was printed in The Standard could have been as fake as my late husband’s hairpiece. That opossum-pelt toupee wasn’t fooling anybody, and neither was that sham of a paper.”

“Why would Martin Greenbriar put false information in his own paper?” Agnes asks.

“To cover for the Order’s members,” Penelope says. “To feed a lie to the public.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because if you’re trying to hide something, the best place to do it is in plain sight,” Penelope says. She slides the cloth-covered object across the coffee table. “Tell me what you think of that.”

I undo the cloth to find a solid metal binding shaped like an oversized book, ornately carved with figures of flowers and flourishes. I flip up the two latches on its side and the housing opens. There are dozens of yellowing pages set within it. I expect to see faded words, maybe something made with an old printing press. Instead, I find pages covered with paragraph after paragraph of writing in a heavy black script. There are drawings, diagrams, and strange sequences of numbers. But there are too few pages for the size of the metal binding, and several bookmarks in different colors peek out from between the ones that remain.

“What am I looking at?” I ask.

Penelope stares at the book as if she’s in awe of it. “That book was given to me by my mother. It’s an heirloom, I suppose.”

“Who put it together?” Agnes asks. She peers down at the book, and I see her colors fade and then brighten.

I lean toward her. “What’s wrong?”

She shakes her head. “That book has something heavy attached to it.”

“Is it bad?” I ask, drawing my hands back again and leaning away. Much like the chair Penelope’s husband had died in, objects can sometimes hold on to bits and pieces of the people who owned them.

“I don’t know,” says Agnes. “I’ve never felt anything like it.”

“The book was written by Sarah Winthrup, in her own hand,” says Penelope. “Martin Greenbriar had it among his possessions when he died. He willed everything to his daughter. Now I am its unfortunate owner.”

I glance up at her. “Unfortunate?”

“Yes, well, as you can see, it is unreadable in most parts,” Penelope says. “There are some legible notes, but most of it is code and drawings that have no clear meaning. I’m certain several pages, probably entire chapters, are missing.” She sighs heavily. “I’ve always been fascinated by it, but I gave up trying to decipher it years ago. I’d resigned myself to the thought that this was just a tattered old book—until you showed up.”

Agnes shifts in her seat, and Penelope glances at her, a flash of green at her chest. I get the feeling that they are engaged in some sort of silent argument. Agnes shakes her head repeatedly and Penelope smiles.

“Turn to the page after the blue bookmark,” Penelope says.

I flip to the page and study the drawing there. Even faded and yellowing, I can see that it’s Alister’s. The wide porch, the decorative trim, the little details that I only noticed because Redd had pointed them out. It’s the same house. The house that we now know Sarah commissioned.

“Why is this here?” I ask, staring down at the book.

“Redd says Sarah drew up the plans he found at the architectural society,” Agnes says. “Maybe she drew this when she first had the idea. It’s, like, a journal or something?”

Each of the following dozen pages contains a hand-drawn sketch of a different room. One shows a spiral staircase leading downward into a bottomless black abyss. Another shows a room with mirrors from floor to ceiling, and still another showcases a hallway with dozens and dozens of doors. By each drawing are a set of symbols arranged in different orders.

“Why are you showing this to us?” Agnes asks.

Penelope looks thoughtful. “I didn’t think there was anything to be made of it.” She gestures to the book. “After Sarah’s husband died, she commissioned a house with Martin’s help, but for what purpose? Most people thought she never got around to building it.”

“Why the secrecy?” I ask. “The documents we found showed that Sarah went through a team of lawyers and middlemen in order to keep herself off most of the official paperwork.”

“I don’t know,” Penelope says, glancing at the book. “But maybe that will help piece it all together. Take the damned thing. Keep it. Burn it. Doesn’t matter to me.”

“You know a lot about Sarah,” I say. “Is that because you’re related to Martin Greenbriar, or is there another reason?”

Penelope sighed. “I was fascinated by her. She seemed to want to understand herself more than most. When I was a girl and learned I had this strange ability, I hid it away. It was an ugly secret. It wasn’t until I was much older that I learned there was nothing quite as fulfilling as being myself, fully and without compromise.” Penelope leans forward. “I think you must know what that feels like.”

She’s pushing into my head again, and I quickly close the book’s metal casing. “We should probably get going,” I say. “You’re sure I can take this?”

Penelope nods. “If you have any questions, you know where to find me, though I’ve told you most of what I know already.” She leans back in her chair, the chair her husband died in, and smiles warmly.

Agnes folds the cloth back around the book and gathers it up.

Penelope narrows her gaze at us. “Sarah Winthrup was ruthless when it came to protecting whatever it was she and the Order of Warren were hiding. Whatever you think you know about her, the truth is probably stranger and maybe more dangerous than you can imagine. Be very, very careful.”

She sits back, and Agnes and I show ourselves out. We get into the car, and I don’t say anything until we’re almost home, but Agnes goes on and on about how Penelope tap-danced around inside her head like it was nothing and how she never realized she was capable of wanting to fight a ninety-year-old woman.

“‘Be careful’?” Agnes says as we pull up to the house. “Was that a threat?”

“Or a warning,” I say.
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At home in the basement, Redd studies the strange book as Agnes, Ossie, and I look on. The drawing of the staircase is done in black ink.

“These numbers look like dimensions for this staircase,” Redd says, running his hand over a series of numbers next to one of the drawings. “But I have no idea what these other symbols are. I feel like I’ve seen them somewhere before.”

I lean in, and Redd angles the book so I can see better.

“What is it?” I ask.

“I mean, did you see a spiral staircase anywhere in that house?” he asks.

“We didn’t see the whole house,” says Agnes.

“Yeah, but look at the numbers,” Redd says, his voice rising. “The staircase should rival the Bramante Staircase.”

“The one from the Vatican Museum that you showed me pictures of that one time?” I say.

Redd turns to me, his eyes alight. “That was last year. You remember that?”

I smile back at him. “What? You thought I wasn’t paying attention?”

Redd grins.

“Are you two done?” Ossie asks, rolling his eyes. “Or do you wanna kiss right now?”

Heat in my face and the orange of embarrassment on Redd’s chest. Agnes nudges Ossie and he quiets himself.

“This staircase is like a more modern version,” Redd continues. “A double-helix design, fifteen meters wide, with an open space in the center.”

“Question,” says Ossie, confused. “What is meters?”

Redd looks like he’s in physical pain. “The school system is failing you, Ossie.”

“Fifteen meters is almost fifty feet,” says Agnes. “It’s a big house, but we would have seen that if it was in there.”

“It couldn’t fit,” I say. “Why draw a mockup with this type of scale if it won’t even fit?”

Redd flips the page to a drawing of a room filled with mirrors. “And look at this,” he says. “It says the height of the ceiling here is sixteen and a half meters. That’s fifty-four feet. No way there’s a room that big in that house. Even the highest turret isn’t that tall.”

“So maybe it’s not the same house,” Ossie says.

“Then why start this whole section with a big-ass drawing of the house on Spring Street?” Redd asks.

“We need to figure out what these other symbols mean,” I say. “I don’t even recognize most of the language.” I sit back in my chair and look up at the fluorescent lights flickering overhead. “Penelope said that Martin Greenbriar used The Standard to spread disinformation about Sarah’s devotees in the Order of Warren. She brought up Ben Macomb and Katherine Fraser. Ben Macomb has his own cult following. They visit his grave all the time. They’ve got a shrine up there for him.”

“Sounds like we need to make a trip over to Lone Fir,” says Redd.

“For what?” Agnes asks.

“We can ask around. See if anybody wants to tell us if anything Penelope said was true,” says Redd. “Hannigan could come along. It’d make her feel like we’re including her like she asked us to.”

“Good idea,” I say.

I look at the scattering of papers and pictures and the strange book. They are like pieces of a puzzle, but I have no idea what the big picture is supposed to be... yet.





Notable Occult Figures in Portland

July 2026

Portland has a long history of occult practices, with some of the most famous people in the spiritualist and anti-spiritualist movement making their way to our city at one point or another. What draws people to this city to explore the mysteries of the occult? What is it about this city that piques the interest of people like Harry Houdini, Harriet Jacobs, Aleister Crowley, and Alice Bailey? The following is a list of some notable figures, some of whom called Portland home.

Fred G. Meyer (yes, like the grocery store) was a Rosicrucian who was keenly interested in all things occult and used his considerable wealth to explore occult practices.

Margret Rattenbougher was a psychic who gathered people together to view her famous séances in the Hotel deLuxe.

Sarah Winthrup was a well-known spiritualist. She was a powerful psychic and garnered some acclaim for her powerful séances and channeling ability. She was of the opinion that increasing your own knowledge about the paranormal would give you the ability to bolster your natural abilities.

The Theosophical Society of Portland has been in the city for over 150 years and now has their headquarters in an old Victorian mansion on NW 23rd.

On the other end of the spectrum were people who were firmly against the spiritualist movement.


“Judge” Joseph Rutherford placed ads in The Oregonian warning people that Ouija boards were a tool of the devil and that anyone using them was in league with Lucifer himself.

Dr. J. Allen Gilbert conducted a study on the use of the Ouija board and came to the conclusion that movement of the planchet was done subconsciously by the person touching it.



Portland has always been associated with the strange and unusual, and if the rise of things like the shops in the “Mystic District” and a growing number of occult groups is any indication, the city promises to keep those traditions alive and well.
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Chapter 15

My mom agrees to visit Ben Macomb’s grave with us the next morning. We make the trip to the Lone Fir Cemetery and park outside the tall stone pillars that mark the entrance. When we approach the threshold, my mom takes a deep breath and closes her eyes for a moment. She places a large cigar and a small mini-bar-sized bottle of rum on the side of the path. An offering so that maybe the spirits that inevitably dwell in these kinds of places will help us get what we came for. Or, at the very least, not follow us home.

There are ancient-looking trees everywhere, their canopies casting shadows over the beautifully maintained lawns, hundreds of headstones, sculpted angels, and aboveground crypts. Redd takes out a pencil and notebook and starts sketching. My mom and Ossie walk ahead of us, but Agnes hangs back, her face drawn tight.

The dead outnumber the living here, and Agnes’s sensitivity to the spirits that haunt these places is heightened. She’s calm but anxious, and I concentrate on the purple-tinged ball on her chest. The familiar tingle of energy coursing up my back makes the hair on my arms stand up. I loop my arm under Agnes’s.

“Want me to help?” I ask.

She nods and I try my best to will the ball at her chest into an obsidian black cloud. Sweat gathers on my brow, the effort almost too much for me to handle. The group binding had done its job. Using my power after a binding is like wearing a pair of new shoes—a little too stiff and uncomfortable. But Agnes’s arm goes lax, she unclenches her jaw, and I pull back, taking a deep breath.

“Thanks,” she says.

“I got you,” I say.

My mom pulls out her phone and holds it up in front of her. “This app says Ben’s grave site is this way.”

“What app?” asks Ossie. “Ghost Chat?” He grins and raises his eyebrows, then looks between us. He throws up his hands. “Come on. Like Snapchat but for ghosts. You know, Ghost Chat.”

“Hilarious, Ossie,” Agnes says, her face set as stone.

Ossie scowls at us. We follow my mom down a winding path that takes us toward the rear of the cemetery. The grave markers go from gleaming white marble and laser-inscribed images to hand-carved stones covered in moss, some chipped and crumbling. The farther back we go, the older the dates on the tombstones get. The oldest part of the cemetery, where the trees are bigger and the ground less even, is all the way in the back. Ossie falls behind us, and between the tombstones, I catch a glimpse of several rodents darting through the grass.

My mom holds her phone up and looks around, but I don’t need the digital map to tell me where Ben Macomb’s grave is. Near a large fir tree festooned with ivy is an aboveground crypt about the size of a large coffin. It’s covered in flowers and bits of spent candles with various trinkets littering the ground all around it. There’s no date of birth. No date of death. Just his name emblazoned on the marble.

“Here he is,” says Redd.

Ben Macomb was one of Sarah’s original followers, a founding member of the Order of Warren before splitting with the group to found the Portland Society for Spiritual Wellbeing right before his death. All these years later, and there are still people leaving notes and teddy bears, little bundles of sage, crystals, gifts, and offerings like he’s some sort of deity. I reach down to pick up a piece of paper that is folded in half.

“Don’t touch that.”

A young woman about my age is standing against the fence that runs along the rear of the graveyard. She marches right up to me.

“Not trying to be rude, but you shouldn’t touch that.” Her long curly hair is piled in a messy bun on top of her head, her eyeliner drawn on in thick strokes that come to a perfect point.

“Sorry,” I say.

“The gifts are for him and only him.” She motions to the grave. “If you’re here to make jokes or write some shitty piece about how silly we all are, you can turn around and leave.”

I glance at my mom.

“We aren’t writing anything,” my mom says in her best motherly tone. “We would never disrespect Mr. Macomb’s work in any way.”

The girl crosses her arms over her chest.

“Why would we think you were silly?” I ask.

A little smirk spreads across the girl’s lips. “Because he’s not there.” She glances at the grave. “And we know that. You don’t have to rub it in our faces.”

Redd glances at the grave. “Like, he’s not there because it’s just bones and his spirit has gone on to some other place?”

The girl grins. “That’s a really nice way of looking at it, but no. I mean he’s not here. At all.”

My skin pricks up. “How do you know that?”

“How do you not know that?” The girl approaches the grave and looks down at it. “He’s never been here. But people need a place to gather, you know?” There isn’t even the slightest hint of white in the fiery little ball at her chest. She’s being honest.

“You’re saying he was never buried here? Like, ever?” Agnes asks.

“Never,” says the girl. “We’re not really sure when he died or where his mortal remains are, but the crypt is definitely empty.”

“I thought I read that his body was found by a road somewhere.” That’s what I’d read. I’m sure of it. But it had been in a clipping from The Standard, and Penelope’s words come right back to me. If the paper was propaganda, then everything I learned from it was either an outright lie or a misdirection.

“A body was found,” says the girl. “Not his body. And besides, it was burned so badly nobody could have identified it. If there is a body in there, it’s not him.” She raises an eyebrow. “Listen, I don’t know what you’re looking for or why you’re out here, but maybe just leave things alone.”

“We’re just trying to get some more information,” says Agnes, the slightest tone of annoyance in her voice. “Seems like you’ve got all the answers. Why don’t you help us out?”

The girl doesn’t seem fazed by Agnes’s little jab. She shifts from one foot to the other, her colors a swirling mass of yellows. I quickly look around but don’t see anything that might be scaring her.

“Some people are fanatics, you know?” says the girl. “Sarah’s been dead for a long time, but there are still people who are trying to find out all her secrets.”

“What secrets?” I ask.

The girl glances at me. Her brown eyes are piercing. “Obviously y’all aren’t Society followers, so who exactly are you with?”

“We’re not with anybody,” Agnes says. “We’re trying to find out more about Sarah and the Order.”

“The Order of Warren?” the girl asks.

I nod.

The girl rolls her eyes. “Like I said. Fanatics. They’re a bunch of assholes now.”

“Wait a minute,” I say. “You’re telling me they’re still around? The Order is still a thing?”

The girl looks at me like I asked her if the sky is blue. “Yeah. I mean, after the original Order split up—”

“We should get going,” my mom says, cutting the girl off mid-sentence.

“What? Why?” There’s more to this story, and I want to know everything.

My mom stands in front of me, her back to the girl. “We are in over our heads here. This was a mistake. Let’s go home.”

“Are you serious?” I ask.

My mom angles her neck. I’ve crossed a line. I immediately reel in my disbelief.

“Sorry,” I say. “But, Mom, we came all the way over here and now we find out that Ben’s not even in the tomb and that there’s still an active chapter of Sarah Winthrup’s cult, and you wanna leave?”

“Yes,” my mom says, her voice flat. “You have no idea what this is.”

In this moment I realize that I may not know what’s going on, but she definitely does. She turns and heads toward the front of the cemetery before I have a chance to question her.

I turn to the girl. “Can I call you? Or can you call me, and we can talk more?”

“Sure,” she says.

I give her my name and number, and my phone buzzes in my pocket.

“I sent you a text so you can have my number, too. My name’s Ruby.” She watches my mom tear off toward the car.

“Sorry,” I say. “Thanks. I’ll call you.”

I go up the path with Redd and Agnes trailing behind. My mom and Ossie are already in the car. The ride home is so tense it makes my skin crawl. Nobody says a single word, but everyone’s colors are a mix of yellows, blues, and purples. As soon as we hit the door, my mom heads for the stairs.

“We need to talk,” I call up after her.

She pauses, her foot hovering above the step. “Not now, Moll.”

“Then when?” I ask. I’m so frustrated I can barely stand it, but I already took a too-close-to-disrespectful tone with her in the cemetery. I lower my voice. “Why can’t we talk now?”

“Because I don’t want to talk!” she says angrily.

Redd stands frozen in the living room. Agnes sits on the couch, unmoving. Ossie shrinks back into the far corner of the room. My mom turns around about halfway up the stairs and stares at me. There’s a burning ball of white at her chest. She’s hiding something. And then her colors snap into a flat black calm. I step closer to her. When someone goes from one emotion to another, their colors melt into one another, like watery paint, swirling around until the dominant emotion is clear. This is different. It’s like she flipped a switch and changed her emotions in an instant.

I concentrate on her colors and then stare into her face. “How did you do that?”

She’s still as a statue, her fingers gripping the handrail. “Do what?” she asks through gritted teeth.

I point at her chest. “That. You’re—you’re lying to me. It was all white and then you just switched to black. That’s not how it works.”

Around the edges of the black orb at her chest, there’s a glowing shadow made of a bright white light. I don’t understand. Her jaw is hard set, her body tense.

“What are you—”

“Stop,” she says firmly. “Just stop.”

“How did you do that?” I press. “You’re masking a lie with another lie. You’re not calm. Look at you. You’re shaking.”

She avoids my eyes as she comes back down the stairs and stands in front of me with her head down. “You have to let this go. All of this. You are stepping into something you don’t understand.”

“But you do,” I say. “You understand. And you won’t tell us.”

She slumps down on the step, her head in her hands.

“Hannigan,” Redd says gently. “What is it?”

My mom sighs and presses down on the bridge of her nose to try to keep the tears at bay. “Sarah Winthrup still has followers, devotees who are committed to carrying on what they think is her legacy.” She shakes her head and takes a deep, wavering breath. “But it’s not like it was when Sarah first started the Order. That girl in the cemetery was right. The people seeking out her secrets now are part of a fractured faction of the original Order of Warren, and they are dangerous.”

“You’re saying that you knew they were still out there and you didn’t tell us?” I ask. A wave of disbelief and betrayal washes over me.

“This ends now,” my mom says as she avoids my question. “All of this. The investigating, the looking into Sarah and the Order, all of it.”

“We can’t just stop,” I say. A sense of panic envelops me.

“You can and you will,” Mom says firmly. “I’m not asking you. I’m telling you.” She stands up, shaking her head. “Don’t argue with me and do not test me, Moll. I’m serious.”

She turns and retreats upstairs, and I fall into the couch and cover my face with a pillow. I think about screaming into it but then decide not to be so dramatic.

“Some weirdos called the Order of Warren are running around doing what? I’m so confused,” Ossie says. “Who cares?”

I rest my head on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. “What do we know?” My head is still in investigation mode. “Sarah founded the Order of Warren. Got it. And Penelope thinks it was because she was hiding something.”

Agnes sits forward. “That Ruby chick said something about the original Order of Warren splitting up. So, the Order fractures and Sarah and her devotees are on one side, and these weirdo people on the other. Sarah and Martin Greenbriar have the Spring Street house built to her exact specifications, in secret. And then the guys who built it, Merkley and his team, just disappear.”

“And the people who were loyal to Sarah—Ben Macomb, Katherine Fraser—they disappear, too?” Redd asks. “And the surviving branch of the Order that’s still around is trying to do . . . what?”

“To find out what Sarah was hiding all those years ago,” I say. “Maybe? Trying to find out why she had the house built? I don’t know.”

“Maybe this wing of the Order is capable of something more than just being a bunch of assholes,” Redd says. “Maybe Hannigan has a point. They could be dangerous.”

“She is really shaken up,” says Agnes. “She thinks the Order of Warren is a real threat. Maybe we should listen to her and leave all of this alone.”

“Are you serious?” I ask. I expect my mom to stand in my way, but not Agnes and damn sure not Redd. “Did you forget that a dead woman is haunting us and another girl is missing?”

“I didn’t forget,” says Agnes. “But this investigation is stressing Hannigan out more than normal and now we know why. She’s worried to death about us.”

“A few days,” Redd says. “We don’t talk about it. We chill out for a few days and give Hannigan some time to think while we regroup.”

I know they’re right, but I excuse myself and go into my room, closing the door. Frustrating isn’t a strong enough word to describe this situation. I open my laptop and type in Ben Macomb’s name. Some info about the Portland Society for Spiritual Wellbeing and some photos of his grave site come up. I take out my phone and text Ruby.

ME: Hey, it’s Moll. You got a minute?

I’ll give my mom a few days to think, like Redd had suggested, but in the meantime, it can’t hurt to talk to Ruby.

The book Penelope gave me sits on my desk. I run my hand over the cover. My phone buzzes and I jump, cracking my knee on the underside of the desk.

RUBY: Want to meet up? I can be at Central Library in 30 mins

I send a text back.

ME: See you there.
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I take the bus downtown and arrive at the library to find Ruby sitting on the front steps. She sees me and smiles. Her colors are all shades of green.

“Thanks for meeting me,” I say as we go up the front steps and into the Central Library.

“Yeah, no problem,” she says. “Was that your mom at the cemetery? She seems... high-strung.”

“Only sometimes,” I say, a little embarrassed. We go into the large room to the left of the entryway and find an empty table. I don’t want to waste time, so I get straight to the point. “I wanted to talk to you about Sarah Winthrup.”

She smiles. “Okay?”

I put my bag on the table. “I was wondering if you could tell me what else you know about the surviving arm of the Order of Warren.”

She raises an eyebrow, and the corner of her mouth turns up. “No small talk, huh? No getting a coffee first or something?”

“I’m really bad at small talk,” I say, a little embarrassed. “Want me to ask you about the weather?”

“No. That’s okay.” She laughs lightly and leans back in her chair. “So, the Order of Warren was full of really solid people Sarah trusted. But something happened within the Order right before it all fell apart.”

“What was the issue?”

“I really have no idea,” Ruby says. “But Sarah’s people, the ones loyal to her, went underground. Ben was one of her closest friends, but instead of going into hiding he founded the Portland Society for Spiritual Wellbeing in 1903. Then he ‘died’ in 1905.” She puts air quotes around the word “died.” “The people who had turned on Sarah kept their group going under the original name, the Order of Warren.”

“What is it they’re trying to do?” I ask.

Ruby hesitates. “I don’t know. They’re a bunch of weirdos. But can I ask you something?”

I pause. “Sure.”

“Why are you so concerned?” Her tone is suddenly sharp, and I think about how open I want to be with her.

“I’ve spent some time studying Sarah Winthrup and her involvement with the early spiritualist movement,” I say. “I guess I’ve always been fascinated with her.”

“Why?” Ruby asks.

What I really want to say is that Sarah was somebody born with an ability and who, like me, spent her life trying to understand it better. I’m drawn to her because I think she and I are alike in some way. “It’s helpful for the kind of work I do,” I say. It’s the safe answer.

“You mean the work you do with the people at the cemetery?” Ruby asks. “What do you guys do exactly?”

“We investigate paranormal activity,” I say, trying to sound as professional as possible.

“Great.” The corners of her mouth turn down, and she crosses her arms over her chest, but it doesn’t hide the tinge of red in her colors.

I’m a little confused. “You have something against that kind of work?”

She leans forward. “Let me guess. You guys go around recording EVPs, making something out of nothing?”

“I mean, I build EVP meters from parts,” I say. “And yeah, we make recordings. We help people when we can. It’s not nothing.” Now it’s my turn to have an attitude.

“You can stop,” she says, putting her hand up and reaching for her bag. “I don’t need to hear any more.”

It dawns on me that she thinks we’re frauds—and she has every reason to. I think of the dozen or so paranormal investigative groups in the city. At least half of them are scammers.

“I get it,” I say. “You don’t think we’re legit. You don’t know us at all, so I guess I can’t blame you for jumping to conclusions.” I hope every bit of sarcasm is clear to her.

“You’re not out here trying to make a buck off vulnerable people?” she asks indignantly.

A man sits down at the other end of the table.

“No,” I say, my voice lowered. “I would never do that. I’m—” I hesitate, my mother’s words about discretion echoing in my head. “We have a unique way of doing things.”

Ruby smirks. “Oh, really?”

I can change her colors to yellow, make her so scared she’ll piss her pants and run out of the room screaming. Or maybe I change them to green, so green she’ll tell me everything I want to know. Maybe I even turn them another color, something with more dire consequences, to let her know I’m deadly serious.

I shake my head.

I quickly look around the room. I can mess with the guy at the other end of the table, but he’s staring into a textbook with a confused look on his face, and I don’t want to stress him out more than he already is. Ruby strums her fingers on the table. I have a thought. I close my eyes, and she huffs loudly.

“Agnes,” I say in my head. “I need a favor.”

“I’m a nosy bitch, and I been listening in the entire time,” she says loud and clear inside my head. “Sorry not sorry.”

“Can you read her?” I ask.

I open my eyes. Ruby’s staring at me intently, one hand on her bag.

“Yes,” Agnes says inside my head.

“Ask me something,” I say aloud.

Ruby laughs. “Okay. Let me think a minute.”

I’m a little startled at how easily she takes me up on my request.

“All right,” Ruby says after a moment. “I have a friend who went missing recently. Where is she?”

I sit back. “Wait. Your friend went missing? Where?”

“Nope. No extra info,” she says. “I want answers to some real questions, not what my grandma’s favorite color is. You say you help people. So, help me.”

“Moll,” Agnes’s voice says. “She’s talking about that girl from the TV.”

“From the news?” I say aloud.

Ruby inhales sharply but doesn’t speak.

“I can’t see her,” says Agnes. “It’s weird.”

“Do you think she’s dead?” I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but I did, and Ruby looks like she’s going to fold in on herself.

“I really don’t know,” says Agnes.

“Give me something else,” I say to Agnes. “If I tell her I don’t know, she’s gonna think we’re fakes.”

There’s a pause, and then Agnes speaks to me. “Tell her that you don’t want to go to Powell’s.”

“I don’t want to go to Powell’s,” I say to Ruby.

She sits bolt upright. “What?”

“Ask her about her plan to go to Puerto Rico,” Agnes says.

“Why’d you pick Puerto Rico?” I ask.

Ruby’s mouth opens a little in disbelief.

“I—I was born there, in Mayagüez,” she stammers. “Some people on the island still don’t have electricity—they’re still living in houses with tarps for roofs after the hurricane.” Her eyes mist over. “How do you—no. You know what? Anybody could figure that out.”

“Really?” I ask. “I feel like that’s not true. What—you think I ran a background check on you in the past hour?”

She shoves her hands in her pockets, looking away from me.

“Tell her you’re not going to read her too much,” Agnes says to me. “She’s got some other things in her head that are really devastating, really personal, and now she’s scared you’re gonna see it.”

That is the crux of Agnes’s psychic abilities. She can look inside someone and see everything, even the really messed-up stuff, even if that’s not why she’s reading someone in the first place.

“Don’t worry,” I say to Ruby. “I’m done. You don’t have to worry about that other thing.” There’s no way I want to bring up anything painful for her. That’s not why I called her. And even if she’s testing me a little more than most people, I understand why. She presses her lips into a tight line and nods.

“Listen,” I say. “I didn’t come here to argue, and I damn sure didn’t come here to bring up anything you don’t want to talk about.” I stare at the flickering yellow ball on her chest. “I can see that you’re a little afraid right now, but I just want to talk.”

Ruby takes a deep breath and slumps down in her chair. “Sorry. You kind of caught me off guard.”

“I get it.”

“You guys are the real deal, huh?” she asks.

“We’re trying to be,” I say.

“My friend, Harley, was a part of Ben’s group,” says Ruby.

“Your friend was in the Society, but you weren’t?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “I think they would have welcomed me if I wanted in, but I didn’t feel like I was—unique enough.”

I catch the little pause between her words. “What’s that mean?”

“Ben’s people,” Ruby says. “They’re all gifted.”

“Gifted?”

“Psychic, clairvoyant, sensitives, you know... gifted.”

“Holy shit,” Agnes’s voice echoes in my head and I jump, sending my bag clambering to the ground. “Sorry!” she says to me. “We’ll talk when you get home.”

I feel Agnes pull away from me.

“Ben was a straight-up bend-spoons-with-your-mind type of guy,” says Ruby. “But Harley told me that was just for fun. He spent most of his time bringing people like him together. You know, giving them a safe place, and working with Sarah, of course.”

“He was working with her when her loyalists decided to go into hiding?” I ask. “It had to have been because of the split in the Order, right?”

“That makes sense,” Ruby says. “And personally, I think Ben lived long after his reported death. I heard a rumor that he and Sarah were spotted somewhere in the city in 1915. It’s like an urban legend within the occult community.”

I pause. “Sarah Winthrup died of typhus in 1910. She was forty. I’ve seen a copy of the death certificate in a book.”

“I mean, I don’t know for sure, but think about it,” Ruby says. “Ben and Sarah both die pretty young. I know times were different back then, but it just seems weird. And within just a few years of half the Order turning on Sarah? Too much of a coincidence if you ask me.”

Sarah Winthrup is such an enigmatic figure. She’s well known by name, but beyond the basic facts, it’s like running into a brick wall. Everything about her is a swirling mass of facts and untruths so tangled it’s hard to tell which is which, but I’ve seen the death record.

“Want to help me with something?” I ask as an idea takes shape in my head.

Ruby glances up. “Uh, sure.”

“Come on.”

We gather our things and go up to the second floor of the library. The chandelier in the lobby reminds me of the sun. Its metallic arms stretch out and catch the light streaming from the domed window in the ceiling. We pass under it and into the room that holds periodicals.

I sit down and Ruby sits beside me, and I search the digitized records for Sarah’s death certificate. Ruby said she doesn’t believe that Ben Macomb or Sarah Winthrup died when The Standard says they did. While I’d like to prove her wrong, I just want to know the truth.

“Look,” I say. “This is an article from September 1910. It says, ‘Prominent spiritualist Sarah Winthrup succumbed to typhus.’”

“Does that match the death certificate?” Ruby asks.

“Yeah.” I do another search and find the same image of the death certificate that I’d seen in my book at home. I zoom in on the cause of death. Typhus.

Ruby smiles. “Okay. What do you want me to say? You’re right.” She still sounds doubtful.

I lean in. “I have a copy of the death certificate in a book at home, but it’s not as clear as this one.” I zoom in a little more on the physician’s signature. “A Dr. Gerald L. Lexington signed it.” I’d never been able to read the name before.

Ruby leans in and opens another window on the screen. “We can figure this part out,” she says. She pulls up a physician’s directory and types in the year 1910—the year Sarah died—and the doctor’s name. No results match her query.

“How accurate do we think these records are?” I ask.

“Pretty accurate,” Ruby says. “Not everybody who practiced medicine at this time had to be in the directory, but it was mandatory that anybody who signed a death certificate be in there.”

“You research this kind of stuff a lot?” I ask.

Ruby just smiles. “Maybe more than I should.”

On the verge of giving up, I sit back in my chair as Ruby clicks around on the keyboard.

We spend almost two hours searching for the last name Lexington and narrowing down the list to three families who still share the name. Only one of them has ties to the city from more than thirty years ago, and the only living member is one Rosetta Jean Lexington. She’s listed as the owner of a place called Garden Hills Home, an old folks’ home that opened in the early 1900s and had some restorative work done in 1990.

“You think this person is related to the doctor who signed the death certificate?” I ask.

“Looks like it,” Ruby says.

“It can’t hurt to go over and talk to her,” I say. “See what I can find out.” The Garden Hills Home is only about a ten-minute walk from here. I start to gather up my belongings.

“Can you hang on?” Ruby asks. “Five minutes?”

I don’t want to wait, but I like Ruby and I don’t want her to think I’m trying to run out on her the first chance I get. I nod and she walks off only to come back a few minutes later clutching what looks like an old magazine with an illustrated cover, wrapped in a protective plastic casing. She flips through and hands the open booklet to me. I scan the pages. The headline on the facing page reads “The Indomitable Sarah Winthrup,” dated 1894.

“I’ve never seen this article before,” I say.

“Sarah was notorious for not allowing anyone to take a picture of her,” says Ruby.

“I know. The only time she sat for a portrait was when she was a child.”

Ruby reaches out and taps the booklet in my hand. I follow her gaze down to the facing page. A large photo of several people seated at a square table—hands clasped, eyes closed—takes up the top half of the page. A woman is seated at the head of the table, her eyes the only pair open. She stares straight ahead as tendrils of a light-colored gauzelike substance spill from her open mouth, blanketing her entire torso—the exact same thing that I saw coming out of Agnes’s mouth when she was channeling. The shiny plastic cover protecting the vintage pages reflects the light over my head. I tear it off.

One of the library assistants behind the help desk yells at me, a fiery ball of red at her chest. “Excuse me! You can’t do that! That’s a protective covering and—”

I glance at her and will the colors at her chest to such a flat black calm that she sinks onto her desk and starts to snore loudly. Ruby glances at her and then back to me, a look of utter shock on her face.

With the plastic cover discarded, the photo is clearer, and there’s no mistaking the woman at the head of the table. It’s an older version of the little girl from the tintype I’d found.

The same woman from my dream.

The same woman on the recording from the theater.

The woman responsible for the mysterious EVP.

Sarah Winthrup.
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Chapter 16

I shove the booklet in my bag. I can’t get out of the library fast enough. Running down the stairs, I trip into the entryway and out the front door. At the sidewalk, I lean over and put my hands on my knees, panting, my heart galloping. I can’t even think straight.

“Hey, wait!” Ruby calls as she runs after me. “What’s happening? Are you okay?”

“Listen, thanks for your help,” I say. “I really appreciate it, but I have to go.”

“Oh, sure. No problem.” She smiles. “Hey, um, I’m sorry if I was rude earlier.”

“It’s fine,” I say. “Really. Don’t worry about it.”

“And if you want to go get a coffee or something, you’ve got my number.” She holds up her phone and gives it a little shake, the screen facing me. I reach out and steady her hand. Her lock screen is a picture of the missing girl from the news.

“That’s your friend,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says, her eyes downcast. “Harley. I miss her like crazy.” A wave of blue green envelops her. It isn’t just sadness. It’s grief, helplessness. I’m so close to her I can almost feel it. “Her parents hired an investigator, but they haven’t been able to find out anything new.” Her heart is completely broken.

“I have something I really have to do right now, but listen, I’m gonna call you and we’re gonna figure it out, okay? We’ll find out what happened. I promise.”

“Okay,” she says, biting back tears. A thin thread of green snakes its way through her sadness.

I hope it’s a promise I can keep.
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The Garden Hills Home is a Queen Anne–style Victorian. As soon as I see it, I wish I had invited Redd to come with me. It has all the little details he appreciates so much—the intricately carved pillars, the wide latticework-enclosed porch, and the steep angles of the roof.

An elderly man sits in a rocker on the wraparound porch, a knitted blanket draped over his legs. He follows me with his eyes as I go up the front steps and ring the bell. I try to ignore the ball of energy at his chest. It’s green at the center but graying around the edges. He doesn’t have much time left in this world, but there’s no trace of fear or sadness. He seems happy.

A few moments later, a woman opens the door.

“Hi . . . I, um . . .” I gather my thoughts. “I’m looking for someone.”

“Is that right?” she says, smiling. A vibrant ball of green sits at her chest. She looks out onto the porch. “Unless you’re looking for Mr. Lester over there, I’m gonna assume you mean someone inside.”

I glance at Mr. Lester and he smiles a wide, toothless grin.

“Come in, come in,” says the woman. A thick Southern accent ties her words together like molasses. She reaches out and tucks my arm under hers, pulling me into the foyer. She is round and bubbly and smells like warm vanilla. For a minute I think maybe she’s mistaken me for somebody she knows.

Stepping through the front door is like stepping into the warmth of the sun. This place feels like home. The floors are polished to a high shine, and the boards don’t creak when I walk on them. Three older women sit playing gin rummy in the first room off the hallway.

“What’s your name, baby?” the woman asks.

So she hasn’t mistaken me for someone else. I wonder if she treats everyone with such care.

“Moll,” I tell her.

“Well, my sweet Moll, do you see who you’re looking for?” she asks.

I glance at the trio of women who are deeply involved in their game. “I’m sorry, but the person I’m looking for isn’t actually a resident.”

“Oh, no?” She looks me up and down and puts her hand on her hip. “You look like you could use a piece of pie.”

“Pie?” I ask.

She winks one big brown eye at me and pulls me down the hallway and into the kitchen. She nudges me toward a high stool, and I sit while she goes to the fridge and pulls out an entire pie. She flips on the oven and sets the pie inside.

“Give it a minute to warm up.” She slides onto the edge of a stool across from me and folds her arms on the island. “My name’s Rosetta, in case you were wondering.” She smiles, and I know that whether I get the information I need or not, I’ll come back to say hi to her. I adore people like her. She reminds me of my own grandmother.

“I am the owner of the Garden Hills Home,” she says. “I oversee everything that goes on here, make sure my residents are taken care of, provided for in the twilight of their lives.”

“You must be busy. I didn’t mean to bother you,” I say.

“It’s no bother at all. Tell me who it is you’re looking for? A former resident?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I say. “I’m looking for information on a man named Gerald L. Lexington. He was a doctor. You have the same last name as him, and I was wondering if—”

“He was my father,” Rosetta says. She shifts in her seat. “That’s a little before your time, love.”

I try to judge how old she is. Her mostly gray hair is pulled back into a bun. There are lines deep-set across her forehead and at the corners of her mouth, but she doesn’t look old enough for Dr. Lexington to be her father.

“1938,” she says.

“I’m sorry?”

“That’s the year I was born.”

Heat rises in my face. “I wasn’t going to ask.”

She laughs. “Oh, I know. You’re not crazy.” She reaches out and cups her hand over mine. “They tell me I should retire. I have some help around here, but I don’t need anyone coming in here telling me what I can and can’t do.” She laughs and readjusts herself on the stool. “My father was the smartest man I’ve ever known. I miss him every single day.” A wave of sorrow pulses out of her as her colors swirl into a mass of blues, but they are mixed with threads of green. It takes my breath away. That particular combination of joy and sadness only shows up after someone you love dies and enough time has passed to allow some happy memories to temper the pain of the loss.

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to make you upset.”

She shakes her head. “Not upset at all, baby. His memory is a blessing. Now, tell me why you’d want to know about him. And try to be specific because I could go on all day about him and all the things he did in his life.”

“A woman named Sarah Winthrup died of typhus in 1910,” I say. “And the death certificate was signed by a doctor named Gerald L. Lexington, but he wasn’t listed in the physician’s directory.”

A little ribbon of red ties itself around the colors at Rosetta’s chest.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

She glances at me, a stern expression stretched across her face. “I’m trying to decide if I trust you.” She thinks for a moment, looking at me like she’s trying to see into me.

I take a deep breath. I can’t see my own colors, but I imagine that right now they’d all be shades of green, considering how much I like Rosetta already.

“What’s the verdict?” I ask.

“I do,” she says. “I like to decide these kinds of things right away. First impressions are usually the right ones, so I’ll share something with you, something nobody else living knows.”

We’re already sharing secrets, and that’s a good thing. I lean closer to her. “Tell me.”

“My mother, Hattie, took care of Sarah Winthrup right up to the day she died,” Rosetta says.

“In 1910?” I try to do the math in my head.

She smiles slyly. “1910. And that very same year, another woman came to live here. A woman named Mary Barton. She stayed here until she died in 1976. May we all be blessed to see a hundred and six years on this earth. Anybody who knew them both might say they were twins, identical even. Of course, anybody who knew them both would never have seen the two of them in the same room.”

The truth of what she’s saying strikes me like a bolt of lightning. “Mary Barton was Sarah Winthrup.”

“The very same,” says Rosetta. She gets up and opens the oven. A warm stream of sweet air billows out. She sets the pie on the table along with some plates and silverware. “Why are you digging into the past—bothering with ghosts? You keep talking about the past, the past might show up. You understand?”

“I understand,” I say. “But I really need to know anything else you can tell me.”

“Why?” she asks.

I think of Sarah’s voice on the EVP meter and her image in my dream. “It’s kind of like you say. The past has a way of showing back up.”

Rosetta slices into the pie, and the cherry filling seeps out. “You know this place hasn’t always been for old folks like it is now,” she says. “For the first century after it was built, it was a home for anybody who needed a little extra time and concern. My gran founded this place. She was the first Black woman to own a place like this anywhere around here.”

“That’s amazing,” I say with all sincerity.

“It’s something I’ve always been proud of,” Rosetta says. “People didn’t take too kindly to her, but my gran didn’t give a damn. She was helping people. That’s all that mattered to her.” She beams as she says the words. “My mother took it over after her. Now I run things.”

“Do you know why Sarah was here?” I ask. I have the distinct feeling she’s trying to steer the conversation away from Sarah.

“We’ve learned so much about some things, and less about others.” Rosetta shoots me a knowing little glance. “Sarah had something about her. I remember when I was very young that she would sit up in her room amongst all her books and writings and wouldn’t say two words all day.”

“You knew her? Like, actually knew her?” I can’t wrap my head around it.

“Now you’re makin’ me feel every year of my age,” Rosetta laughs. “My mother used to say she sometimes heard Sarah speaking inside her head.” She takes a deep breath and takes a bite of her slice of pie. Rosetta pushes a plate in front of me and I take a bite, too.

“She was a medium,” I say. “I know a lot of people don’t believe in stuff like that, but it’s true.”

“Oh, I believe, baby. Trust me. I believe.” A look of worry spreads across her face.

“There’s a death certificate for Sarah,” I say. “How did that happen?”

“Back in those days, when somebody died, all you had to do was say they died. Maybe show them a body, and that was that.”

“Why would somebody want to do that?” I ask.

“I can think of a few reasons,” Rosetta says. “Maybe there are some things you can’t just walk away from. When somebody shows up on your stoop with nothing, you don’t turn your back.”

“I know what that’s like,” I say, thinking of what my mom did for Redd and Agnes and Ossie.

She squeezes my hand. “And maybe my mother didn’t have all the facts, but when Sarah Winthrup showed up here shaking so bad she couldn’t stand, in the pouring rain with no shoes, no coat, well, my mother took her in. And when people came sniffing around, she and my father did what needed to be done.”

“What happened to her before she came here?”

Rosetta shrugs. “Whatever it was, it was bad enough to make her never want to speak about her past for the rest of her life.” Rosetta shakes her head. “Poor woman. She was always staring off. She was very fond of looking at herself in the mirror for hours and hours.”

“You say someone came sniffing around. Who?”

“I don’t know that either.” Rosetta finishes off her pie. “They were relentless, though. They only stopped coming around when the death certificate was certified by my father. He was a physician, but at the time, Black physicians weren’t included in the directory you mentioned.” She purses her lips. “I like you very much, Moll. But I think that’s all I should say for now. She lived a long, quiet life.”

“That makes me feel a little better, actually,” I say. Maybe she’d found a way to escape the rogue faction of the Order of Warren. Maybe whatever she was hiding died with her.

Rosetta glances at me, then down at the countertop. A thread of yellow snakes through her colors. “It’s a shame she couldn’t live a quiet afterlife.”

I look up at her.

Rosetta crosses her arms. “Now, see, the way you’re looking at me tells me there’s some things you’re not telling me.”

“I can tell you everything,” I say. I’m completely disarmed. I would tell Miss Rosetta anything she wants to know.

“Not necessary,” she says, lowering her voice. “But listen. I’ll tell you something, and don’t go thinking I’ve lost my mind, because I’m sharp as broken glass, but when Mary—Sarah—died, things in this house changed.” She seems very cautious now.

“How?” I ask.

“Things move on their own,” she says. “Sometimes my spoons’ll be all bent up or I’ll hear footsteps in the hall.”

I try to think about it rationally. “Sometimes a house can be—”

“It’s not the house,” Rosetta cuts in. “And I think you know that. It’s her. It’s Sarah. She’s still here.”

I pause, pursing my lips. “She’s not just here,” I say cautiously.

“Let me guess,” says Rosetta. “You didn’t come all the way over here because you found some dusty old documents in the library, am I right?” I nod, and Rosetta sits back. “Well, I’ll be damned.” She bites her bottom lip like she’s said something terrible. I’m kind of glad Agnes isn’t here. She’d have let the f-word slip, and Rosetta might have fainted.

“Did Sarah leave anything behind when she died?” I ask.

“I’ve got her books stored up in the attic. Might be some more of her things up there,” Rosetta says. She leans in close to me. “And I’ll tell you another secret. I haven’t been into the attic in at least three years. I can’t get my head around having to clean up that kind of mess, but you’re welcome to have a look.”

“I’d really appreciate it.” I hope I can find something, anything, but I don’t get my hopes up.

I finish my slice of pie and take the plate to the sink and start washing it.

Rosetta peers over my shoulder. “Washing up? As my guest?” She takes the plate out of my hand and sets it in the sink. “Not in this house. Come with me, Miss Moll. I’ll take you upstairs.”

A wide mahogany staircase leads up to the second floor, and a long hallway leads to another narrower staircase near the back of the house. Rosetta unlocks the door at the top, and I follow her inside.

“Um, this is the attic?” It’s nicer than my house. Nicer than most people’s houses.

The slanted ceilings are the only clue that we’re in the highest level of the home. Built-in shelves filled with dusty books line the walls. A large oval window at the other end of the room lets the sunlight in, casting shadows and columns of dappled light all around. There are boxes stacked up, cedar chests, old furniture covered in cloth tarps, and a busted-up old piano against the wall. Rosetta runs her hand over a label on one of the boxes.

“A lot of memories up here,” she says. “Feel free to look around. The older stuff is toward the back. I really need to go through everything, but life is too short to be rummaging around in a dirty old attic for hours on end.”

I go to the bookshelf and scan the titles.

“Most of those were hers,” Rosetta says. “Sarah loved books. Read the same ones over and over again. There’s probably two or three hundred up here.”

The collection of books is a lot like mine. Titles on demonology, witchcraft, the occult, ghosts, and even a copy of the Malleus Maleficarum. Among the other titles is Dictionnaire Infernal, a text that describes demons and their supposed hierarchy. I have a copy of the exact same book at home.

“I don’t even like to look at those,” Rosetta says with a disapproving glance.

“Because you don’t believe in stuff like that?” I ask.

“Because I do,” she says.

Rosetta sifts through a box by the door as I walk toward the rear of the room. The labels on the boxes say things like “Living Room” or “Bedroom” with a list of contents: vase, ashtray, small statue. The remnants of everyday life, the possessions of people probably long dead.

Things are less organized near the back. There are no cardboard boxes in the rear of the room, just different types of chests. I bend and push open the lid of one trunk to find a pile of neatly folded clothes from a bygone era.

“Miss Rosetta!” a man yells from downstairs.

Rosetta steps toward the door. “What do you need, Lester?”

“I want to take a bath!” he calls.

“It’s the middle of the afternoon,” Rosetta calls back.

“Who says you have to take a bath at a certain time?” he says.

“You’re gonna have to wait for Suzanne to get here,” she says loudly. “You know my back isn’t strong enough to lift you if you fall.” Rosetta turns back to me. “And my stomach isn’t strong enough to see him naked as the day he was born.”

I laugh a little too loud.

“Who’s that laughing?” Lester shouts.

“Nobody,” Rosetta says. “Mind the business that pays you, Lester!”

I go through two boxes, then a chest full of blankets and old shoes that smell like somebody’s actual foot is still in there somewhere. Nothing has a name on it or a date. I sit back against the wall under the window. Maybe this is a dead end.

A melody plays softly. I recognize the piece immediately. Most people call it the “Moonlight Sonata,” and I think that’s fitting. The sound engulfs me, and it feels like the cold, pale moonlight.

“That piano doesn’t look like it would sound so clear,” I say, standing up, shaking the dust off of my clothes. “Why is it up here if you like to play?”

A gust of icy cold air brushes past me.

I stop.

Rosetta is standing by the door, a room’s length away from the piano, her face a mask of terror and a yellowish-gold ball at her chest. The notes continue to play as my heart punches inside my chest. I slowly turn to face the piano.

A figure sits at the bench in front of it.

I stumble back, grabbing the wall to steady myself. As the music wafts past, time slows to a crawl. The woman at the piano sways back and forth, keeping time with the melody, the outline of the piano visible through her torso. The air feels so thick I can barely breathe. The figure turns its head and solidifies. The shock of midnight-black hair tells me exactly who she is.

I shut my eyes tight and try to catch my breath. When I open them, the ghost of Sarah Winthrup is standing right in front of me. A numbing cold emanates from her. The music still plays. The ball at her chest is stone gray. She raises her arms and places her hands on the sides of my face. I can’t move. I can barely breathe. As transparent as her apparition is, her touch is solid.

The rambling, unintelligible slew of words from the EVP, from my dream, rattles out of her mouth as her lips part. She points to the rear of the room. A pulse, like an electric shock, moves through the space, through my own skin and bones. The floorboards rattle and Rosetta cries out. A stack of chests falls over by the window.

Then, the music stops. The shaking stops. Sarah’s specter fades until nothing is left but a cold pocket of air in front of me. Rosetta puts her hands up in front of her, shaking her head, her eyes wide. The stairs creak, and I jump as the man from the porch leans into the attic doorway.

“Did you see—” He can’t even finish his sentence before Rosetta takes him by the arm and leads him back down the stairs.

“Lester, don’t start,” she says as they disappear down the stairs.

“I don’t play with demons, Rosetta!” he shouts.

An eerie calm settles over me. I can feel my every heartbeat, hear my every breath. My steps echo in the close space of the attic as I move to the rear of the room and go around an overloaded coat rack to find the chests in disarray. They weren’t just tipped over, they’d been busted open. Their contents spill out across the floor.

I pick up a disintegrating copy of The Oregonian dated December 4, 1850. As I crouch on the floor, my attention is drawn up. A gap appears where the chests had been stacked, and in it sits a large steamer trunk, its brass locks staring out at me like two glinting eyes. Pulling the trunk out of the little nook, I flip open the locks and prop the lid up. Immediately, a cascade of intertwining scents wafts into my face—rose, jasmine, lily.

A photograph of a woman sits atop a jumbled mess of other objects. I recognize her immediately as Lillian Winthrup, Sarah’s mother. In the chest are strands of pearls and other costume jewelry, a hat with a feathered plume, and folded lace and silk scarves that have begun to yellow and rot. I move the belongings aside and uncover, near the bottom, a bound gathering of pages. I pull it out, and the lid of the trunk snaps shut.

The well-worn pages are held together with a piece of string. Within the pages are an incoherent jumble of sketches and words I can’t understand. And symbols. Exactly like the ones in Penelope’s book. I tuck the pages under my arm and run downstairs, almost knocking into Rosetta at the bottom.

“I’m gonna go ahead and assume you found something,” she says, looking a little worried. I show her the pages.

“This was in a trunk,” I say. “I’m sure it belonged to Sarah. Can I borrow it? Please?”

Rosetta hesitates. “You remember what I said? About the past coming back around?”

“I know,” I say. “And I know I sound out of my mind, but I think Sarah wanted me to find this. I’ll bring it back, I promise. I’ll bring my friends back, and we’ll clean out your attic for you.”

“Is that right?” She raises an eyebrow. “That’s a deal I can’t pass up, baby.”

“Thank you,” I say, breathless.

She gives me a quick squeeze. “You be careful, you hear me? I’ve got a very strange feeling about all this.”

“We did just see a ghost,” I say.

“Yes, we did,” says Rosetta. “I’m gonna try to put that right out of my head.”

I want to ask her about her life, why she’s so accepting of all the weird things I laid in her lap. And I will. I’ll come back, but first I need to get what I’ve found to Redd and Agnes. I say goodbye to Rosetta, and she waves to me from the porch.

As soon as I turn the corner, I break into a run and I don’t quit till I get to the bus stop.
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In places like Portland, the spiritualist movement was spearheaded by women like Emma Hardinge Britten, Amanda Britt Spence, and Eliza W. Farnham. These women were leaders in the spiritualist movement, champions of women’s rights, and feminists. But much like the feminism of today, Black women were often left out of the conversation—their accomplishments minimized, and their contributions erased.

At the height of the spiritualist movement, Black practitioners were often arrested, beaten, even killed, while their white counterparts were hailed as spiritual leaders and given movie-star treatment.

The following is a short list of Black women who contributed to the spiritualist movement in various places, which gave a platform to women seeking equal rights and equal treatment.


Sojourner Truth, the abolitionist, suffragist, formerly enslaved, became fascinated with spiritualism and joined the Battle Creek spiritualist community around 1867. She would fall into a trancelike state while lecturing and could commune with the dead. The Battle Creek area became a meeting place for progressive thinkers. Hicksite Quakers were accepting of spiritualism, and the community soon became home to Swedenborgians and Universalists.

Rebecca Cox Jackson, a free Black woman, had visions when she was a child and thought her power was a gift from God. She had the ability to heal people, to see the future, to control the weather, to hear God’s voice, and mediumship. Jackson and her lifelong companion, Rebecca Perot, founded a Shaker community of Black women in Philadelphia.

Sarah Winthrup, the enigmatic spiritualist maven from Portland, Oregon, was a powerful medium who, through various occult practices, sought to expand and better define her own natural abilities. She was the founder of the Order of Warren.

Harriet Jacobs was able to channel spirits and did so frequently and in full view of the public.

Harriet E. Wilson was a renowned lecturer who, like Truth, went into a trance when speaking.



The African diaspora has a long memory. The spiritual practices carried with our ancestors on ships across the sea never left them, and so it has never left us. Communication with our ancestors, with spirits, with the dead, the ability to “see,” and the ability to “know,” are things that are so deeply ingrained in us that sometimes we don’t even recognize their importance. It is who we are. It’s how we stay connected to ourselves and to each other.
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Chapter 17

We’re going back to Alister’s,” I say as I huddle with Redd, Ossie, and Agnes in my room. “We don’t have a choice,” I continue. “I mean, you don’t have to go, but I’m going. One way or the other.”

“Obviously we’re sticking together,” says Agnes. “But you know how mad Hannigan is gonna be if we end up having to go without telling her?” She carefully picks up the pages I’d found at Rosetta’s. “It’s an old-school binding. Sewn together by hand.” She pulls at it, and it’s only now that I see it’s four separate bundles of paper, sewn together and numbered along the edges: 2, 3, 4, 5. Agnes hands them to me.

“They’re the same size as the ones from Penelope’s book,” I say as a thought occurs to me. “Redd, hand me those scissors.” I wave toward my desk.

He puts the scissors in my hand, and I snip the frayed threads that hold the four sections together.

Ossie chews at his bottom lip. “Is this safe?” he asks.

“Probably not,” I say.

“Then why are we doing it?” Ossie asks.

Redd puts his hands on Ossie’s shoulders, and Ossie relaxes a little.

I situate the metal binding of Penelope’s book on my bed and leaf through until I come to a gap where I can see through to the inner spine of the metal casing. I slip in the bundle of Rosetta’s pages labeled “2,” and it makes a noise like a key turning in a lock.

“You heard that, right?” Agnes asks.

“Yeah,” Redd whispers.

I find a second gap where another bundle will fit. I sit the bundled pages labeled “3” in place, and it clicks together.

“Okay, what is going on?” Redd asks, his voice creeping up.

Agnes grabs the book and shakes it. The newly added pages don’t fall out. She tosses it on the bed.

“You try,” I tell Redd.

“Me?” He shakes his head. “Absolutely not.”

I shove the bundle numbered “4” into his hand. He sighs and slips the section into the binding. A low hum vibrates through the floor, seeping into every cell in my body.

“Do you feel that?” I ask.

Redd nods, and Ossie takes a step back. I pick up bundle number five.

“Wait!” Agnes shouts. “We don’t know what’s gonna happen.”

“Only one way to find out,” I say as I slip the remaining section in and the book vibrates in my hands. I let go of it, but instead of plummeting to the floor, it hovers in the air.

The book glows, casting beams of white light all around us. The many separate pieces of the book are now one. The humming noise grows with each passing second, and I can’t tell if it’s actually louder or if it just feels that way. The pages shuffle and rearrange themselves within the metal binding.

I grab an EMF detector from my desk and flip it on. I go to the corner farthest from my desk and point the meter at the floor.

“I need a baseline reading. Redd, can you write this down?”

He grabs a pencil and paper from my desk.

“Zero point five,” I say as I sweep the meter back and forth slowly. “Zero point four. Zero point five, again.”

Redd writes down each number as I walk toward my door, holding the EMF detector out in front of me. The readings stay level. When I point it toward the book hovering in the air, the numbers start to creep up.

“One point five,” I say. “Two point seven. Three point six.”

I hold the EMF meter directly over the book, and the numbers on its digital face shoot up. The EMF meter spikes to ten and a half, eleven. The plastic heats up in my hand. Agnes steps in front of Ossie, and Redd puts his hand on my arm, but before I can say or do anything else, a loud crack ripples through the room. The EMF reader explodes in a shower of hot little pieces. I jump back, covering my face and dropping what’s left of the meter. It falls onto the floor, smoking and hissing. We all stand in stunned silence.

“Moll, we gotta get rid of that thing,” says Ossie. His fear burns in his chest like a fire.

I reach out to touch the book, and it settles into my outstretched hands. The light emanating from it dies as we all gather around, staring down into the pages. The entire interior has changed. The drawings overlap into full-blown schematics of strange-looking structures.

“What is this?” I say as I turn the pages.

“They look like instructions,” says Redd. “Blueprints.”

Agnes touches one of the pages. “You feel that, right? It’s imbued with magic, made from it.”

“Like a grimoire,” I say.

“But these aren’t spells, are they?” Redd asks.

There are lists of specific materials—adamant, gold, lodestone, diamond—but they aren’t ingredients for any spells I’ve ever seen.

“These markings,” I say as I examine the text. “They’re probably alchemy symbols, right? Penelope said Martin Greenbriar and Sarah shared a love of alchemy.”

“Why put these symbols next to a drawing of a staircase or a wall?” Redd asks.

“What are the formulas even for?” Agnes asks.

There is a small circle with a black dot in the center and a little plume of swirls protruding from its side. I type a description into Google, and a half dozen charts with hundreds of different symbols pop up. “I think this one is a symbol for gold. Maybe. I don’t know.” There’s another symbol that I don’t recognize, a series of squares nested within each other.

Redd looks at my phone screen then back to the symbol in the book showing a cross with a circle at the top. “This is the symbol for quicksilver—another name for mercury. Why would you need alchemy to build a house? Gold and mercury aren’t really things that would be on a list of building materials. Copper maybe, but gold? And I think it’s illegal to have mercury in any large amount anyway.”

The familiar façade of Alister’s materializes as I turn the page. No longer an ink drawing, the image of the building is almost holographic, with each of its rooms framed by transparent walls. I touch the page, half expecting my fingers to disappear into it. I find the little room that Ethan had pushed me into. It leads to a blackened void.

“It’s like architecture meets alchemy,” Agnes says.

“I knew it,” I say. “It’s not just some random house. We have to go back. We have to figure out what all of this means.” I realize that with everything that just happened, I’ve totally forgotten to share my biggest find of the day. The thing that ties all of this together. I rush to grab my bag and take out the booklet Ruby found at the library. “Look,” I say, handing it to Redd.

He passes it to Agnes and then to Ossie. The three of them huddle over it.

Agnes looks up at me in shock. “But this is the woman from the theater.”

“It’s the lady I saw in your room,” Ossie says, pointing at my desk, his hand trembling.

“It was Sarah Winthrup all along,” I say.

“The maze is a trap. Do not go in. Find the book,” Agnes says.

“This is the book,” Redd says.

A shiver runs through me. I sit down at my desk. “Sarah led me to this,” I say. “I can’t turn away. Not even if I wanted to.”

I gently turn the pages of the strange book. I run my fingers over the back cover. The metal casing is as thick as a deck of cards. As I examine it closely, I notice a small indentation no deeper than a fingernail scratch. I lift it up and look at the back side. The back cover is mostly flat, but from the inside, it looks like there’s a small notch about three inches high, maybe two inches wide. I slide my fingers across it, and a panel opens. It was nearly seamless. I wouldn’t have known it was there unless I’d just happened to run my finger over it.

In the recess is a small vial.

The glass is cloudy and it’s filled with an inky dark liquid. I sit the vial on my desk.

“What the heck is that?” Ossie asks, rushing over to me.

Redd and Agnes join me at my desk, and we all stare at the bottle. Redd thumbs through the book again.

“The beginning pages are instructions,” he says. “Schematics, symbols, lists—but look at this.” Old newspaper clippings are pasted to some of the pages. “This one is about the Merkley incident.”

I read the headline aloud. “‘Seven men go missing. No clues to their whereabouts.’” The opposite page has a paragraph of handwritten notes.

Redd traces the words with his fingers. “A seventh son, born on the seventh day of the seventh month.”

“Great,” Agnes says. “Why does scary shit always involve some kind of riddle? Why can’t this woman just say what she means?”

I open my computer and search the name of the foreman of the Merkley group, Michael Merkley. A few paragraphs on some obscure sites come up, but nothing solid.

“He probably doesn’t have a Wiki page,” Ossie says.

“I’m only looking for one thing,” I say. I find it in a paragraph from a digital version of The Occult History of Portland.

“Michael Merkley,” I say. “Date of birth, July 12th.”

Agnes leans in. “The seventh month but not the seventh day.”

“Go back to the search results,” Redd says.

I click the back button and Redd scans the page.

“Right there,” he says.

At the bottom of the first page is a link to a web address that looks like a phone number. The word “Merkley” is in the description. I reluctantly click the link. It’s hard to tell exactly what the site is about. On the right side of the landing page are stock images of tombstones and coffins. On the left, a menu with a dozen choices under each heading. The banner across the top says “Welcome” in Comic Sans.

“What kind of demon designed this?” I ask.

Redd slips his hand over mine and guides the mouse to an icon that says Family Trees of Famous Oregonians. “Merkley” is halfway down the page.

“Merkley wasn’t well known,” Redd asks. “Why would anybody post about his genealogy?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “But somebody thought enough about him to put a family tree together.”

The Merkley family tree branches out no farther than Michael Merkley and his brothers.

“There were seven brothers,” I say, looking at the names. My skin pricks up. “Michael was the oldest, but...” I trail off as I study their dates of birth. “Wait here,” I say. I run downstairs and get my hardcover copy of The Occult History of Portland and race back upstairs. I flip right to the black-and-white picture of Merkley and his men in front of a building site. It’s a photograph of a photograph, so the details aren’t clear. “I need a magnifying glass.”

Redd pats his pockets dramatically. “Oh, sorry. I don’t have one on me.”

“I do,” says Ossie. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small pouch. He tosses it to me.

“Always prepared,” I say, giving him a quick smile.

Ossie beams. “I have to make sure the rats don’t have fleas before I—”

“Before you what?” Redd cuts in.

Ossie avoids Redd’s gaze. “Nothing.”

I hold the small magnifying glass at an angle and try to make out the writing under the photograph. The description says “Merkley Group,” but on the photograph itself there are other things written that I can’t make out.

“What’s it say?” Agnes asks.

“I’m not sure,” I say. I squint and pull the book closer. “Capital L and then a comma and a capital R.”

“Left to right?” Redd asks.

I peer through the magnifying glass again. The men are smiling... all with the same dark hair and eyes.

“They’re all Merkleys,” I say as it dawns on me.

“Huh?” Ossie asks.

“These are Michael Merkley’s brothers,” I say excitedly. I’m able to make out the names. Michael, Wilfredo, Rudy, Luis, Alexander, Alberto, Franklin. “I always thought they were just a work team. There was almost no information.” I turn back to the computer screen. “Look at their birth dates.”

Agnes peers over my shoulder. “Wilfredo was born on July 8th.”

“Alberto on July 2nd,” Redd says. “Luis on July 19th.”

“It’s the same for all of them,” I say. “All of them were born in the same month.”

“Seven brothers, all born in the seventh month,” I say. “What are the odds?”

“I don’t think there are any,” Redd says. “It’s weirdly specific.”

“So, who’s the youngest?” Ossie asks. “The seventh brother?”

I scan the Merkley family tree and find a name that matches the picture. “Franklin,” I say. “The seventh son, born on July 7th.”

I look at the birth dates again. It has to be true, and if it is, it means the Merkleys were special, and clearly Sarah knew it.
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Chapter 18

Their parents were on a schedule or something?” Agnes asks.

“They only had sex in what—September?”

Redd looks down at the floor. “More like the second half of October.”

“Is it a coincidence?” Agnes asks.

“I don’t think so,” I say. “It’s more like their parents were trying to have a kid born on the right day in the right order. Like they knew it would be important.” I don’t know how, but clearly the Merkleys were connected to Sarah, to the Spring Street house, to this secret we’re still scratching at the surface of.

“Did you know rats are only pregnant for twenty-three days and that they can have babies every two months?” Ossie spouts rat facts like he’s narrating a Discovery Channel special. “Like, at least six babies, maybe up to twelve. That’s, like, almost two hundred rat babies a year.”

Redd retches like he’s going to throw up, and for a minute I think he’s joking, but a thin sheen of sweat appears on his brow and he promptly takes a seat on the floor.

“Ossie, not now,” Redd says. “Damn.”

Redd looks down at the floor and shakes his head as Ossie grins.

I continue to scan the writing scrawled on the page opposite the Merkley newspaper clipping.

“The blood of the seventh powers the warren,” I read.

It sounds ominous, and I’m a little irritated that everything we’re learning seems to be leading us to something dangerous. I just want to hunt ghosts and build EVP meters and have my mom be okay with it. She’s never gonna be okay with this, especially if she reads the words “blood powers the warren.”

Agnes looks confused. “The warren? Like the Order of Warren?”

“I don’t know,” I reply, slumping down in my chair. I glance suspiciously at the little liquid-filled vial on my desk.

“Have we ever looked into who Warren is?” Redd asks. “Why these people call themselves that?” He seems fully recovered from his little scare.

I turn back to my computer and searched the name “Warren.” A million things come up, mostly about actors or singers or presidential candidates. “We have to narrow this down,” I say.

“Type in ‘Sarah Winthrup’ and ‘Warren,’” Agnes says.

I do. Nothing comes up that connects the two. “It’s not a secret society for nothing.” I sigh and push myself away from the table.

Ossie puts his hand on my shoulder, and when I turn around, the colors on his chest are a pulsing ball of green.

“Got something on your mind, Oz?” I ask.

He nods.

Redd crosses his arms, hard. “Better not be something weird or something about rats, I swear to god...”

I put my feet on the edge of my desk and push back, balancing on the back two legs of my chair. Ossie shoots Redd a devious little smile, then turns back to me. I stare up at the ceiling to keep from rolling my eyes.

“Warren isn’t a person,” Ossie says softly.

Agnes sighs. “What do you mean, Ossie?”

Ossie hesitates. “Rats like to dig. Did you know that?”

“See?” Redd says, throwing his hands up. “I knew it. Something weird, and it’s something about rats. I can’t.”

“Okay, but can you shut up for a second and listen?” Ossie asks.

“Fine,” Redd says. “Go ahead.”

“They like to dig,” Ossie says. “And they make tunnels that connect and go in different directions.”

“Hell no,” says Redd. “See? No. Absolutely not.”

“Rabbits do it, too,” Ossie says forcefully, and Redd quiets himself. “The tunnels are like a maze,” Ossie continues. “They’re called warrens.”

I put the legs of my chair back on the ground a little harder than I mean to. Agnes jumps, and her chest burns bright yellow before settling back to matte black.

“A warren is a maze?” A million different thoughts tumble through my head. The words from the EVP we’d captured in the theater play back.

“The maze is a trap. Do not go in. Find the book,” Agnes says again.

“It’s not really a maze,” says Ossie. “A maze has a beginning and an end, a way out. A warren isn’t like that. A warren is more like a labyrinth and a maze put together.”

My mind is racing. “How does blood power a warren?”

I look back over the pages. Finding nothing that even remotely makes sense, I close the book, which immediately dampens the audible hum echoing in the room. I’m still not sure how all of this fits together, but I know one thing. I have to go back to the Spring Street house.

The pieces of my broken EMF detector lie scattered on the floor. “I need to make a new meter with the same modifications before I—” I hesitate, glancing up at Agnes and Ossie and Redd. Will they want to come with me? Will they try to stop me?

“Before you sneak out of here and go investigate Alister’s?” Agnes asks.

“Listen,” I say. “I know you want me to try and talk to my mom, but she won’t listen.”

“She’s got her mind made up,” says Redd. “Like mother, like daughter, right?”

I glance at Ossie. “You’re gonna snitch as soon as you get the chance, aren’t you?”

He tosses his hands up. “So I’m not even invited?”

“Absolutely not,” I say.

Ossie crosses his arms over his chest. “Then, yeah. I’m telling.”

“You can’t come with us,” says Agnes. We exchange glances. She’s in. “And stop being so difficult.”

“I’m not,” Ossie says angrily. “Y’all always leave me behind like I’m a little kid or something.”

“You are a little kid,” says Redd.

Ossie spins around and storms out of my room. Any other time I’d stop him and try to get him to calm down, but not this time. He can stay mad if it means he’ll be safe. It’s hard to tell if he’s serious about telling my mom, but he can’t come with us. It’s too dangerous.

“I need to go to the store to get some parts,” I say to Redd and Agnes. “Come with me so we can talk.”

Agnes and Redd nod, and we grab the keys and head out. My mom is in the kitchen as we file out the front door.

“Be back in an hour,” she calls after us. “Not one minute longer, and make sure your location is on.”

“Got it,” I say.

Agnes and Redd pile into the car with me. As we pull out of the drive, I glance up and see Ossie scowling at us from the attic window.

A few minutes later, we pull into the parking lot of the electronics store, and Redd follows me inside while Agnes waits in the car. Everyone inside is glowing with all the raw emotions that 50 percent off sales bring: seething anger, joy, anticipation. I grab what I need and head back to the car.

“Are we going over there today?” Redd asks as we walk across the parking lot.

“Tonight,” I say. “We can leave and maybe be back before Mom notices. And besides, Ossie is probably going to tell anyway. It’s just a matter of when. The sooner we can sneak out, the better.”

“How are we supposed to sneak out?” Redd asks.

I haven’t thought that far ahead. “I’ll think about that later.”

We rejoin Agnes in the car, and I back out and turn down the street toward home. Agnes puts her hand on my shoulder.

“Do me a favor and make the next two right-hand turns,” she says as she glances out the back window.

I follow her gaze in the rearview mirror. A sleek black sedan with tinted windows and no front plate is directly behind us. I make another right. The black car continues straight.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Agnes says. “I just—I thought I saw that same car on our street when we left the house.”

I take another turn and stop at the light. A group of pedestrians clambers across the street at the crosswalk. A woman pushing a baby stroller stops and leans into it, messing with one of the straps, a hazy ball of green at her chest. I glance at the lights in the opposite direction. They turn yellow and then red, and the woman in front of me still hasn’t moved as we get the green light.

“Hit the horn,” Redd says.

“I don’t want to scare the baby,” I say.

The woman doesn’t move. Redd reaches over and presses the horn. It rings out in a quick, short blast. The woman doesn’t even look up. I glance over at Redd. My heart is suddenly in my throat.

Agnes grips the seat. “Go around.”

“I don’t wanna run into—”

“That car is pulling up behind us,” Agnes says.

I look in the mirror as the sedan comes to a stop behind us. I hit the horn again. This time I lay on it a little longer. The woman doesn’t budge. A horrid sense of urgency washes over me. The passenger side door of the black sedan opens. I turn the wheel sharply to the left and lift my foot off the clutch. The engine stalls.

“Shit! Moll, we gotta move!” Agnes yells.

A man approaches the rear of our car. I fumble with the ignition, trying frantically to restart the engine. The man walks to the passenger side of the car and leans down, staring into the window. His pale, almost translucent skin is stretched over his skull like plastic wrap. Gaunt, his eyes hollow, he stares in at us. The neck of his shirt shifts, revealing a small tattoo—several nested squares below his collarbone. His face is a mask of calm, but at his chest blooms a ball of concentrated filemot. My breath catches in my throat. It is the color of malice—of pure, unfiltered hatred, the shade of dying leaves.

The engine roars back to life, and I jerk the wheel to the side, swerving around the woman in the crosswalk, narrowly avoiding the stroller. The woman stares at us as we go by. She did it on purpose. She made us stop there so the other car could catch up to us. I race across the intersection, tires screeching, and take the first left. Redd braces himself against the door as we bounce around the corner.

“They’re right behind us!” Agnes shouts as she slides across the back seat.

“Put your damn seat belt on!” I scream.

I glance back. The black sedan is turning down the street after us. We’re in a neighborhood where kids are playing and people are out walking. I slow to the speed limit, and the black sedan comes up directly behind me. If I hit the brakes, it’ll slam right into us.

Redd looks at me, his eyes wide and full of fear. “Moll, we gotta get on the highway.”

“I—I can’t!” I yell. I can’t drive on the highway. And damn sure not with a car chasing me. The sedan revs its engine and almost makes contact with our bumper. I put my foot down and careen forward, struggling to keep the car under my control.

I make another left and the rear wheels hit the curb. A sickening grinding noise comes from the rear fender. Another turn and I find myself in an alley between two rows of houses. The sedan shoots forward, tapping our bumper.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” Agnes says.

“Can you send something out?” I ask as I weave through the streets, ignoring the stop signs and heading for the highway.

“I can’t control it like that,” Agnes yells. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt you or somebody on the street.”

The sedan trails us as we pick up speed on an access road that leads to the highway. Redd unhooks his seat belt and climbs into the back seat with Agnes.

“I need to see them,” he says. “I need a clear line of sight.”

I merge into the traffic on the highway and so does the sedan. I grip the wheel, trying to focus.

“You can’t mess with the driver,” Agnes says to Redd as he tries and fails to steady himself in the seat. “They could swerve off and kill somebody.”

The sedan leaps forward and hits us again, this time hard enough to send Redd into the back of the seat.

A sick feeling washes over me. They’re not just chasing us. They’re trying to run us off the road.
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Chapter 19

Redd grabs the seat belt and buckles himself in. I change lanes and the other car mirrors my every move. I glance in the mirror again. Agnes has closed her eyes.

“They’re from the new Order of Warren,” she says.

“You’re reading them?” I ask.

“Just the passenger,” Agnes says. “He’s so angry he can’t keep his mind quiet.”

I speed up and then I have an idea. The traffic is light, and I can probably cut across two or three lanes in one sweep. I watch the exit signs as we fly past. I put us in the carpool lane and keep my foot down. The sedan follows close behind. I check the passenger side mirror, and as we’re approaching another exit, I speed in front of a tractor trailer and take the exit before the sedan can follow us. Despite being buckled in, Redd slides over hard enough to crack his head on the window. Agnes grabs the back of my seat, a yelp escaping her throat. I immediately take the turnaround and head back in the opposite direction.

“I don’t see them anymore, but I think I broke my skull,” Redd says, rubbing his forehead.

My heart is still in my throat. “Are you sure they’re not behind us?”

“We shouldn’t go home right now,” says Agnes. “Just in case.”

“Where are we gonna go?” Redd asks.

I change lanes and drive us to the Northwest part of the city. We pull up to Penelope’s house, and I turn off the car. We wait in complete silence for at least five minutes, maybe more, before Redd speaks up.

“We going in?” he asks.

“Yeah. But did you see the tattoo that guy had?” I ask. “Those squares, it was the same symbol from the book. Everything that’s going on has to do with the Order of Warren.”

“What do they want?” Agnes asks. “Why would they be after us?”

I don’t have an answer. All I know is that my mom is terrified that they’re still hanging around after all these years.

We get out and go up to the gate. I reach out to press the button on the intercom when Agnes catches me by the elbow. Her face is drawn tight with fear. She’s staring up at the house. The gate is slightly open, and so is the front door.

“What is it?” I ask.

“I—” Agnes’s expression is bewilderment. “No. That can’t be right.”

I push past her, through the gate, and go up the front steps. I ring the doorbell even though the door sits ajar.

“Penelope?” I call out. “Are you home?” I turn to Agnes. “Can you reach out to her telepathically?”

Agnes approaches the house like she’s stepping close to a blazing fire, her hands out in front of her as if to shield herself. Little wisps of yellow have made their way into the coiled black mass at her chest. She closes her eyes. A moment later they snap open. “Moll, she’s—she’s—”

I push the door open and run into the hallway.

“Penelope!” I shout.

I check the front rooms. Her bookshelf has been emptied onto the floor, and the radio I fixed for her lies in pieces. I run into the kitchen, where every drawer, every cabinet has been opened and dumped out. I race back into the hallway. Agnes is staring into the upstairs space. I run past her, taking the stairs two at a time. At the landing I pause, thinking I should go up to the top floor, but something stops me.

A triangle of light shines through the stained-glass window at the end of the hall, highlighting something on the floor. It looks like a heap of dirty clothes. But that seems out of place. I take a few steps forward.

It’s a body.

I cover my mouth to keep myself from screaming, but it’s too late. A choked scream escapes me, and Redd and Agnes fly up the stairs. Redd steps around me and rushes forward. He kneels down, slides his hands under the crumpled figure, and rolls her onto her back.

Penelope’s eyes are wide open, staring into nothing, her lips slightly parted, a stone-gray ball at her chest.

The eerie silence of the house presses in on me. Agnes grabs my arm and pulls me down the stairs and out to the car. I don’t feel my feet on the stairs. I don’t hear the engine turn over as Redd takes the driver’s seat. I feel like I’m watching myself from the outside.

“Moll! Moll!” Agnes has me by the shoulders, shaking me.

“Okay,” I say. “Okay, I—I’m fine.”

“She’s in shock or something,” Redd says.

“No,” I say. “I’m fine. I just... Penelope.”

“I know,” Redd says. “What the hell happened in there? Her house was torn up.”

Agnes shakes her head. “Somebody was looking for something.”

“We—we have to call the police,” I stammer.

Agnes takes out her phone. “What do I say? It’s going to look really weird that we were in there with her dead body.”

Redd swerves to the right and slams on the brakes. He rolls down his window.

“Hey!” he shouts.

A man walking a little fluffy white dog on the opposite side of the street stops.

“Take out your phone and call the police because you heard a weird noise at that big house on the corner,” Redd says. “You didn’t see us, though. Forget we had this conversation.”

The man’s eyes glaze over, and he takes out his phone as Redd speeds off.

Agnes looks out the back window the entire way home. When we get there, we close the garage and go inside. My mom and Ossie are watching TV on the couch.

“Get what you needed?” she asks. She turns to look at us and jumps up off the couch. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

I hesitate. I glance at Ossie, who scowls at me.

“We—we had an accident,” I say.

My mom rushes over. “Are you okay? Redd, baby, what’s wrong? What happened?”

Agnes starts to speak and stops short.

“I just—” I begin. If I tell her some weird people from the Order of Warren had almost run us off the side of the road, she’ll never let me out of her sight ever again. “I took a turn way too fast and Redd hit his head.”

Agnes looks down at the floor. Redd slumps into the chair holding his forehead, where a small knot has formed.

“Do you need to go to the hospital?” my mom asks.

“No,” says Redd. “I don’t think so.”

She looks skeptical. “Is the car okay?” She’s trying not to sound too anxious about it, but she’s also holding her breath waiting for the answer.

“It’s fine,” I say.

She exhales. “Oh good. I’ll get you some ice,” she says, patting Redd on the shoulder. She disappears into the kitchen.

“You’re not going to tell her?” Agnes’s voice booms inside my head.

“No,” I say in a whisper. “You know why. If I tell her what happened, or about Penelope, she’ll never let us get to the bottom of this.”

Redd shuts his eyes and leans back. My mom comes back into the room with a plastic bag full of ice and hands it to Redd.

She turns to me. “I’ll take you back out for some more practice. You’ll get the hang of it eventually.”

“Yep,” I say. “More practice.”

I retreat to my room and put a bag of supplies together—motion cameras, the FLIR unit, Mel Meters, EVP recorders, a spirit box, headphones. Then I sit down to rebuild the EMF detector with the parts I purchased. I push the images of Penelope out of my head. I try to forget that somebody had tried to run us off the side of the road. All of this, and for what?

An hour later I have the rebuild done. I take out my phone and dial the number to Alister’s.

“Alister’s.”

“Is this Ethan?” I ask.

“Who wants to know?” he asks.

“It’s Moll. We came to check out your property and you pushed me into a vortex.”

There’s a long pause. “Oh, hey.”

“We’ll take the case, but I’m coming over tonight. What time do you close?”

“Eleven.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll be there at eleven thirty.”

“Great,” he says. I thought he’d be thrilled, but his voice is flat. “You’ll be gone by the morning, right? I open at seven.”

“We’ll be done,” I say.

“Okay, good,” he says. “I’ll leave a key in the plant by the front door.”

“You don’t want to let us in yourself?” I ask.

“I could, but I’m tired,” he says. “I know how to get ahold of you if something turns up missing. Call me tomorrow and let me know what you find.”

“Okay.” I hang up.

I add Redd and Agnes to a group text.

ME: Be ready at eleven. I want to be at Alister’s at 11:30.

Redd texts me back immediately.

REDD: Hannigan doesn’t hardly sleep. She’s going to know we’re gone.

He’s right, but it doesn’t matter. I glance at the strange book sitting on my desk. I shove it, and the little vial of liquid that had been in the back cover, into the bag of supplies and text him back.

ME: I’m going. I have to. She’ll probably figure out that we’re gone, but we’ll already be over there. Maybe we’ll be done.

AGNES: What about Ossie?

ME: He’s already mad. Let him be mad. This is too dangerous.

My mom is right about this being more dangerous than I realized, but she was wrong about wanting us to leave it alone. How can I do that? How can I let it go after everything I’ve learned? I need to find out what happened to Harley Dean. I still need to know what the Order of Warren is after and why they tried to run us off the road. I still need to understand what is happening at the Spring Street house and what it has to do with Sarah Winthrup.

At ten o’clock, I put my bag of equipment in the closet and lie down, fully dressed. I cover myself up to my neck with a blanket and wait as the house settles and the dark pulls itself across the sky like a shroud. Someone turns off the TV downstairs. A few minutes later, footsteps sound in the hall. My door creaks open, and my heartbeat creeps up. I shut my eyes. I tense up as a hand rests on my shoulder.

“You asleep, baby?” my mom whispers.

After a few moments of silence, she sighs. I don’t turn toward her, but I feel the sadness emanating from her.

“I love you,” she whispers. She kisses me on the head before leaving.

The minutes drag by. I can hear my mom moving around in her room and then silence. I decide I’ll go out the window and down an emergency ladder I have rolled up in my closet.

At eleven thirty, I text Agnes.

ME: Meet me outside.

I grab my bag and hook the emergency ladder to the windowsill. It unrolls, clanging against the side of the house. I freeze. This might all be over before it begins. I brace myself for my mom’s footsteps in the hall, but there’s nothing. I climb down the ladder and leave my window open a crack, so I can get back in on the off chance that we make it back before Ossie rats us out. At the bottom of the ladder, Agnes and Redd are waiting for me.

“How did y’all get down here so fast?” I scream-whisper.

“Uh, we went out the back door,” Agnes says.

I usher them away from the house so our conversation doesn’t filter up to my mom’s window.

“I didn’t know we were supposed to sneak out through the window,” says Redd. “You’re making this way more exciting than I thought it would be.”

“Whatever,” I say, a little embarrassed.

Redd hands me a granola bar.

“What’s this for?” I ask.

He shrugs. “We might need snacks.”

He and Agnes giggle to each other, and I shove the granola bar in my pocket.

“Let’s go,” I say.

Redd walks toward the garage.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

Redd looks confused. “The car?”

“I know we’re sneaking out,” I say. “And we’re gonna be in a ton of trouble if she finds out, but if we take the car, the only way anybody is gonna be able to communicate with us will be through the EVP meter, because she’ll kill us.”

“I’m gonna be such an annoying ghost,” says Agnes. “I’m gonna scream riddles into people’s EVP meters.”

“Imagine my ghost on the FLIR.” Redd starts dancing. “Or you know how those little stick figures be dancing on the SLS cam? Yeah. That’s gonna be me.”

“I really hate y’all,” I say.

We laugh together, but the thing we’re pretending we don’t feel is dread. Not just about what my mom will do if she finds us gone, but also about what we’re stepping into. The yellow orbs on Redd’s and Agnes’s chests are bright and burning. If I could see my own colors, I’m sure they’d be the same.
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Intelligent Hauntings—An intelligent haunting is where a responsive and seemingly intelligent entity occupies a shared space. Intelligent entities are thought to be the spirits of people who were once living and have become trapped or otherwise bound to a certain place.

Residual Hauntings—A residual haunting is actually the most common form of haunting. In this case, the energy from people who were once living and the events that happened in a certain place can be trapped and play back like a recording. These ghosts do not seem to be aware of the presence of living people. Residual hauntings will often occur in places where there has been a tremendous or traumatic loss of life.

Poltergeist—Poltergeist activity is a complicated phenomenon. In cases where objects move on their own, often violently, or where there is unexplained knocking and banging, poltergeist activity is thought to be the cause. Unlike other forms of haunting, this kind of activity can be manifested by a living person, usually a young person living in the home who unknowingly causes objects to move by way of telekinesis.

Demonic—Demonic hauntings are thought to be some of the most dangerous types of hauntings. Demons are supernatural entities who are highly intelligent, manipulative, and immensely powerful. Demonic hauntings start off very subtle. Objects will move on their own, doors will open and close, electronic devices will turn on and off. At this point, many people mistake this for poltergeist activity and don’t take it seriously. However, in cases of genuine demonic hauntings, the activity will get stronger and more destructive. People report being scratched, pushed, or shoved. Putrid smells and infestations of flies are also common. Demonic entities almost always have a goal, whether that is the possession of a person, the occupation of a space, or to be freed from some sort of binding. These types of hauntings should always be handled by an experienced paranormal investigator.

Other types of hauntings that don’t fit into these categories or that fit more than one category—There are cases of hauntings that involve all of the elements listed above or none of them. In these cases, there is thought to be more at work than just the types of hauntings we are aware of. There are studies that show some hauntings are affected by their proximity to ley lines. And other influences, such as magical practices, rituals, and construction materials, can have an effect on a place’s perceived haunting. All of this is new and relatively unknown and will require more research.
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Chapter 20

We stand in front of Alister’s, looking up at it like it might come to life and swallow us whole. There are no streetlights on. Only the luminescence from the moon above pulls back the shadows enough for us to see that the windows are dark.

Agnes’s ball of black calm melds so perfectly with the dark that it looks like she has a hole right in the center of her chest. I’m glad she’s calm, but a shiver runs through me. Redd’s colors keep shifting from black to yellow and back again.

“Let’s go,” I say. “Before we change our minds.”

“How do we get in?” Agnes asks. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s home.”

I find the key sticking out of the dirt in a potted plant on the porch. When I open the front door and step over the threshold, an envelope of freezing cold air enfolds me. It makes my bones ache.

Agnes comes in, rubbing the tops of her arms, glancing around the entryway. “I hate it in here. I feel like I can’t breathe.”

I unzip my bag, handing Redd and Agnes their own EMF detectors and body cams. I pull on my camera. Redd and Agnes do the same. A sense of dread wells up inside me, so strong it takes my breath away, and I stop.

Agnes’s head snaps up. “Moll, what’s wrong?”

I take a beat to sit in this feeling. It takes me a moment to realize it’s not just fear, it is terror.

I shake my head. “This feeling—” I put my hand on my chest. “I don’t get it. I haven’t seen anything in here that should make me this afraid.” I take a deep breath as Agnes watches me intently. “Everything up and running?” I ask.

Redd clicks on his body cam. “Looks like it.”

“I don’t have time to set up a monitor or anything,” I say. “Everything will be recording, but we won’t be able to see it until we get home.”

“What are we doing exactly?” Agnes asks. “EVPs and stuff?”

“No,” I say. I reach into my bag and pull out the book. There’s no time for tests or hesitation. We have to jump in with both feet. I open the strange metal cover, and a resonant hum erupts from the pages and shoots right through me. I swear I feel the house brace itself. Agnes and Redd step back. They feel it, too. The air is thick, almost suffocating. I grip the book in my hands. “Sarah Winthrup led me to this book. It has something to do with this house. We have to find out what it is and why a woman who’s been dead for decades came back to lead us here. There’s also Ruby’s friend, Harley. She went missing here. And the Order. Everything leads to this house. Why?”

“I know Ethan has something to do with it,” Agnes says. “He’s such a creep.”

I flip a half dozen pages through the book and come to a schematic of an ornately decorated door. “Let’s see if we can find this door. Do you want to split up?”

Redd huffs loudly. “Don’t say stuff like that to me, Moll. You know what happens when people split up in scary old houses—the Black folks die first.”

I glance at Agnes. “We’re all Black.”

“That’s what I’m sayin’,” Redd says. “We can’t split up. We gotta stay together if we’re gonna have a chance. We split up, we die. I don’t make the rules.”

Agnes bites back a smile. “I do think we should stick together, but honestly it’s just because I’m scared.”

A ripple of worry pulses through me and I push it away. The last thing I need at this moment is to lose my nerve.

“We stay together,” I say. “Let’s sweep the rooms on this floor and then go upstairs. Watch for spikes on the EMF detectors, okay?”

Redd and Agnes nod.

We make our way through the front rooms, where the chairs have been stacked on top of the tables. It smells like coffee grounds and smoke from a wood-burning fireplace. I take out a flashlight and shine it around the room. Redd holds the FLIR camera at arm’s length in front of him.

“It’s so weird,” he says.

“What?” I ask as I peer down at the display. Every wall, the ceiling, even the floor is a bright shade of orangish red. I put my hand on the wall. “It’s cold.”

“It’s showing up like it’s warmer than body temperature.” Redd turns the unit off then back on again. “Maybe it’s broken?”

“No,” says Agnes. “It’s not broken.”

She tilts her head back and takes a deep breath, concentrating very hard on something.

“Why is the FLIR saying every surface is over a hundred degrees if it’s not broken?” Redd asks.

“I can’t explain it,” Agnes says. “It’s like the whole structure is vibrating. You don’t feel it?”

“I feel something,” I say. It’s like we’re being watched, listened to, felt by the house itself. I hold the EMF detector in front of me. The readings go up and down but never dip into the normal range.

“Let’s try another room,” Redd says.

We go down the hall, sweeping each room only to get the same results.

“This whole place is a giant ball of supercharged energy,” says Agnes. “But it’s not just on the surface.” She puts her hand on the wall. “The energy is in the bones of the house.”

We move to the kitchen. I hadn’t seen this part of the house before. It’s got all the standard features, and there’s a big metal door with a keypad next to it.

“Where’s this go to?” I ask.

“Maybe it’s a walk-in freezer?” Agnes asks.

Redd points the FLIR at the door. “Shit.” He bangs on the side of the monitor. “The whole thing went black.”

I rush over, hoping it’s not completely broken. The screen flickers on and off. “Great. We don’t have time to fix it right now. Let’s just keep going.”

We walk back to the hallway, and I open the book to the page where I’d found the information on the Merkleys. The writing at the bottom of the page says that the blood of the seventh powers the warren, but there’s another note written in the margin.


1:3 aqua regia to blood will produce the first matter. The transition: black, white, yellow, red. Dress the beams with the fourth matter.



Redd peers down at the book. “It’s a formula, but I don’t know enough about alchemy to know what it means. When I was researching, I found literally thousands of symbols. And they all mean something different depending on the combination they’re in, but maybe they used alchemy while they were building this place.”

“I still don’t get why they would need to do that,” says Agnes.

Redd shrugs and the FLIR beeps. “Oh hey,” Redd says. “It’s back up and running.”

I peer across the hall into the bathroom with the mermaid painting. “Let’s sweep in there.”

Redd goes in with the FLIR, and I follow him with the EMF detector.

“It’s the same thing,” I say as the numbers on the display bounce up and down.

“Yeah. Readings are off the chart,” says Redd. He glances from the FLIR monitor to the mirror directly over the sink and back again. “Look.”

Agnes and I stand on either side of him and look at the monitor. A shape appears—a silhouette of the head and shoulders of a person. I glance at the mirror. Our reflections are there in person, but we aren’t reflected in the FLIR’s monitor.

“There’s only one reflection on the camera,” I say as my heartbeat ticks up.

“Where’s the rest of us?” Agnes asks. “Shouldn’t the FLIR capture all of us in the reflection?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I—”

I watch in stunned silence as the figure on the monitor, the figure in the mirror, lifts its arms and waves frantically.

“Moll,” Redd says in a whisper.

I step toward the mirror. “Who—who’s there?”

Redd gasps, and I glance back at him.

“They put their arms down,” he says. “I think they can hear you.”

I don’t see anything in the mirror except our own reflections.

“Who are you?” I ask again.

“They put their hand on the mirror—from the inside,” Redd says.

I sweep my flashlight behind the mirror. It’s mounted on a nail with nothing else behind it. I hold the light to the glass and press my face so close that I’m nose to nose with my own reflection. I blink. There’s a pause, and then my reflection blinks.

I press closer even though my heart is beating out of my chest. It takes me a moment to realize that the eyes I’m looking into aren’t my own and that a set of fingertips are resting gently on the opposite side of the glass. I stumble back, almost knocking Agnes over.

“I saw someone!” I blurt out, my heart crashing. “Somebody is in there! In the mirror!”

Down the hall, the front door creaks open.

We freeze, blinding flashes of yellow on Redd’s and Agnes’s chests.

Agnes closes her eyes. “Oh no.”

“What?” Redd asks. “Who is it?”

“It’s Ossie,” Agnes huffs.

I rush out, and sure enough, Ossie is shuffling down the hall, his hands shoved in the pockets of his sweatpants.

My heart is still trying to pound its way out of my chest as I march up to him. “What are you doing here?”

He holds his hands up in front of him. “Before you yell at me, just know that this is your fault.”

“Excuse me?” I glare down at him.

“I wanted to help,” he says, avoiding my eyes. “You’re always leaving me out of stuff.”

“Ossie, this is dangerous!” I shout. “Something weird is going on!”

“So?” he asks.

Redd comes up behind me. “So? Does Hannigan know you left?”

I glance up at the door, half expecting my mom to come barreling in.

“No,” says Ossie. He drags the toe of his sneaker across the wood floor like he’s kicking up an imaginary pile of dirt. A little wisp of white encircles the ball of yellowish-green at his chest.

“Don’t lie,” I say.

Ossie looks at me sheepishly. “I mean, I left a note.”

Redd throws his hands up and sits down on the bottom step of the main staircase. “We might as well pack it up. Hannigan will be over here as soon as she reads it.”

“Great,” says Agnes. “Now what?”

“Well, now that you’re here, you can carry my bag.” I put the strap over Ossie’s shoulder, and he lugs my bag up onto his hip. I look at the time on my phone. “Let’s keep going. If my mom’s on her way, there’s nothing we can do about it. Might as well try to get something done while we still can.”

“How’d you even get here?” Agnes asks.

“The bus,” Ossie says.

My heart sinks a little. “You didn’t think that a kid riding the bus alone in the middle of the night would be dangerous?”

“Not really,” Ossie says. “There was a guy dressed like the Monopoly man on the five. He had that little glass thing on his eye and everything. Nobody was worried about me at all.” He smiles wide and his chest fluoresces green. “Hey, did you know the Monopoly man’s real name is Rich Uncle Milburn Pennybags?”

“Ossie,” Redd says, rubbing his temple. “Nobody cares.”

“I care,” Ossie says.

“Enough!” I say. “Damn! We don’t have time for this.” I glance back at the bathroom. I don’t even know what to do about what we saw in there, but now it feels like we’re running out of time. I shove the EMF meter into Ossie’s hand. “Take some readings while we’re walking around and stay close to us.”

He nods, a wide grin plastered on his face, his colors bright green. We go up the stairs single file, Redd leading the way with the FLIR. The first room upstairs on the right is full of extra chairs all stacked up and covered with drop cloths. The readings in the room are the same as downstairs. Heat radiates from the walls, floors, and ceiling. The next room is stuffed with boxes and tables and more junk. Something scurries across the floor, and a flood of green saturates Ossie’s chest. It’s so bright I have to turn my face away. Redd backs out of the room and shakes his head, glaring at Ossie.

“Don’t,” Redd says forcefully.

Ossie scowls at him.

We continue down the hall and stand in front of the room Ethan shoved me into the last time we were here. We hover at the doorway, none of us daring to step inside. Redd scans the room with the FLIR. The walls are orangish red and the EMF detector spikes even higher than it did downstairs. But as Redd pans toward the floor, there’s an anomaly on the display.

“What’s that?” Ossie asks.

A giant void shows up on the FLIR right in the center of the floor. A black hole that grows and shrinks rhythmically... almost like it’s breathing.

“You went into that,” Redd says.

Images of falling through the darkness flood my mind and I step away, pulling the door shut. Redd moves to the next room and points the FLIR inside. The same kind of blackened void appears on the monitor.

“We can’t go in here either,” says Redd.

I reach in my bag and fish out a spare motion cam. I turn it on before I toss it into the space, and it disappears in the center of the room.

“Where’d it go?” Ossie asks.

We all wait in silence. A noise echoes through the room, like the static between radio stations, and then suddenly the camera comes bouncing down the stairs that lead up to the third floor. I run over and scoop it up. The lens is scratched and the housing is dented on one side, but it’s intact.

“What the hell?” Redd asks. “Where did it even come from?”

“Remember what Ethan said before,” I say. “That some of these rooms lead to other places. That one must empty out on the top floor.”

“Good thing he didn’t push you through that one,” Agnes says. “You would’ve broke your damn back falling down the stairs.”

“We’ll have to wait till we get home to look at the footage,” I say. “But I’d bet money the recording is, like, an hour long, like the audio I got on my EVP recorder.” Tossing the camera back in my bag, I point my flashlight toward the stairs that lead to the third floor. “Keep moving.”

The top floor of the house is smaller, the halls narrower, and there are only two rooms from what I can tell. One is full of empty built-in shelves, and the other is a bedroom.

“Is this where that Ethan guy sleeps?” Agnes asks.

“He doesn’t live here,” I say. “He told me he locks up and goes home around eleven every night.” Even if that’s true, somebody has been sleeping up here, and recently. The covers on the twin-sized bed are pulled back. There are clothes in a basket on the floor and a small desk with some folders and papers on it.

I open one of the folders. Handwritten notes and pictures of random people spill out. I sift through, hoping to learn something about the person staying here. Have the police spoken to them about Harley’s disappearance?

A familiar face stares back at me from one of the photos. The hair on the back of my neck stands straight up. I hold the picture close to my face to make sure I’m seeing it clearly. Agnes moves close to me.

She peers down at the picture. “Is that Hannigan?”

The photo is taken from a distance—I can tell by the slightly blurry quality of the things in the background—but it’s definitely my mom. She’s getting out of the car in front of a grocery store.

“This was last week,” I say.

“How do you know?” Ossie asks.

“Because she went to the store to get me some ink for my printer. Look.” I point to her hand. She’s clutching a little plastic bag with something inside it. “Those are the cartridges she took with her to make sure she got the right kind.”

“Wait—so someone is following her?” Agnes’s voice is a whisper.

Ossie slips past me and takes the other photos from the folder. “Us,” he says. “Following us.” He hands the pictures to me. There’s one of me getting off the bus in the rain. One of Redd leaving the architectural society. There’s a shot of Agnes reading at the park, and one of Ossie walking down the street, his rat king in tow. Simultaneous eruptions of yellow light fluoresce on everyone’s chests.

“The people in the black sedan, from the Order,” I say. “They have to be the ones doing this, right?”

Agnes reaches down and picks up a slip of paper. “Shit, Moll. Isn’t this Penelope’s address?”

Penelope’s Hoyt Street address is scrawled across the paper. Ossie shifts the folders around, and another photo catches my attention. I pick it up, my hands trembling.

“Redd.” I say his name, but it barely makes it past my lips.

He peers down at the photo. “How is that possible?” he asks.

It’s another picture of my mom. Not a recent picture, though. She doesn’t have her locs; her hair frames her head in a halo of soft curls. In her arms, she holds a small child as she crosses in front of the Pioneer Courthouse Square in downtown Portland.

“Moll, is that you?” Agnes asks.

A numbing shock courses through me as I take in all the other things about the photo. It’s definitely a less-than-one-year-old me. I turn it over in my hand and read the words scrawled across the back.


Hannigan and the child, 2012



I scoop up the papers and pictures and shove them back in the folder.

“Grab everything,” I say. “We have to leave.”

My mom was right. I can almost hear her voice in my head telling me I should have listened. This is too dangerous. I know that. It’s why I didn’t want Ossie to come with us, but this photo changes everything. The sense of dread I’ve been feeling now overwhelms me. The Order of Warren has been following me and my mother since I was a baby.

I grab Ossie by the arm and pull him out of the room. Redd and Agnes follow close behind. When we get to the first-floor landing, the front door swings open.

I know she’ll be mad. I know I’ll be on punishment for the rest of my natural-born life, but I’m relieved she’s here. I open my mouth to speak but am immediately struck silent. A tall man in a tan sweater stands in the doorway. Ethan stands behind him.

“Moll,” says the man in the sweater. A bloom of green erupts at his chest. He’s ecstatic. I back up as they come into the foyer and close the door, locking it behind them. “You can’t understand how happy I am to see you.”
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Chapter 21

I glance at Ethan, who looks away as the ball at his chest fluoresces the pissy yellow color of not just fear but cowardice. Ethan flips on the lights, and the taller man steps closer to me. He pulls at his collar in agitation, and I catch a glimpse of a nested square tattoo. A maniacal smile spreads across his face as recognition claws its way to the front of my mind. He’s the man who’d approached us at the intersection.

“You’re with the Order,” I say, a rush of panic sweeping in. “You—you tried to kill us,” I stammer, trying to keep it together. “You tried to run us off the road.”

“No,” says the man as white tendrils thread his colors. “I was simply trying to get your attention.”

“What do you want from us?”

The man’s gaze sweeps over us all, then lands squarely back on me. “Not them, Moll. Just you. You are the key.”

“You’re talking to me like we know each other,” I say, trying my best to keep my voice level even though I want to scream. “Why?”

The man straightens up and huffs. A look of utter seriousness settles across his face. “I have to say, I’m a little disappointed. Your mother should have clued you in by now. You’re . . . what? Sixteen?”

“Clued her in?” Agnes asks. She steps in front of Ossie. “Clued her in to what?”

Red flashes at the man’s chest as he splits a glance between me and Agnes. The man approaches me, setting his hand on my shoulder. I wrench away from him.

“Don’t touch me,” I say angrily.

“Is it really possible you don’t know any of it?” he asks. He searches my expression for something and doesn’t find whatever it is he’s looking for. He throws his head back and laughs. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Agnes shift where she stands. I tense my entire body, preparing to grab Ossie and run.

“Don’t do it,” Ethan says to Agnes. “Don’t even think about it. You know you can’t control it. You’ll kill us all.”

Agnes glares at him, and I put my hand on her arm. She takes a deep breath.

“How do you know what I would or wouldn’t do?” she asks.

Ethan stands a little straighter, his chin lifted. “Did you all think you were the only ones with gifts?”

My palms start to sweat. Redd steps closer to me, and his colors shift—a mixture of fear and anger. His eyes narrow and he balls up his fists. He’s trying to use his power on Ethan.

“It’s not going to work,” says Ethan dismissively. “Might as well stop trying.” The muscle over his temple flexes. He’s exerting some effort, too, shielding himself and the other man from our influence.

“You’ve got a lot to learn,” says the taller man. “You all do.” He grins wildly. “We can start with introductions. I’m Malcolm.”

“Nobody gives a shit,” Ossie says.

If I wasn’t so scared out of my mind, I might have laughed. Malcolm glares at Ossie, who shrinks back against the wall.

“What do you want?” I ask.

Malcolm smiles, a little less enthusiastically now. “Come with me. I’ll show you.”

“We’re not going anywhere with you,” says Agnes.

Ethan reaches under his shirt and draws a gun. He points it directly at Agnes.

“I think you’ll do exactly as I say,” Malcolm says. “Or Ethan here will blow your brains out all over this beautiful wood floor.”

“Your power can’t get away from you if you’re dead,” Ethan says.

He flicks the gun, steering us toward the kitchen. We walk single file down the hall, Malcolm striding ahead of us while Ethan prods us from the back. I keep trying to affect him, but nothing gets through.

“Agnes,” I say inside my head. “Agnes. What do we do?”

“I don’t know,” I hear her say. “I’m trying to keep Ethan out of our heads, but he’s strong.”

Agnes stumbles forward, and as she scrambles to keep her feet under her, I realize Ethan has shoved her. The ball at her chest flickers red and I flinch. Anger pulses out of her. If she loses it, we’re all dead.

In the kitchen, Malcolm enters a code into the keypad next to the metal door and it swings open. My throat tightens up. I’m so angry I could cry. This is all my fault.

“Where are you taking us?” I ask through gritted teeth.

“Stop talking and get down there,” Malcolm orders.

Ethan pushes the gun into my back, nudging us down the basement steps.

The metal door isn’t a freezer after all but the entrance to a descending set of stairs. The staircase is abnormally long and steep. I hold tight to the rail as we sink into the shadowy confines of the house’s basement. A musty smell wafts up—dirt and damp. As we get to the bottom, a blue-white light dances across the low ceiling. I keep Ossie’s hand in a vise grip, pulling him along with me. He’s trying very hard not to cry. I touch his face.

“It’s going to be okay,” I say.

“That’s very sweet,” Malcolm says, his voice thick with condescension. “I don’t know how you can be so kind to a child who sent a pack of diseased rodents to devour his own parents.”

Ossie gasps. I put my hands over his ears like I can stop those words from sinking in. According to Agnes, the memory of this terrible event is blurry in his mind. She and I both hoped that by never bringing it up, it would fade away, leaving him untouched.

“I didn’t— I didn’t mean to— I can’t—” Ossie stammers.

I pull him close to me as sadness washes his colors in blue. Anguish rolls off him in waves. My mind races. Ethan probably picked these things from our heads and passed them along to Malcolm.

“You’ve been stalking us,” I say.

“Of course we have,” Malcolm says flippantly. Then he sighs. “I keep forgetting your mother has kept you in the dark all this time. It’s a shame. A waste.”

At the far end of the basement, which looks like it snakes out much farther than the footprint of the house above, is a brilliantly bright light. It comes straight out of the wall. As Ethan nudges us toward it, I make out a swirling pattern of ridges and rings around the frame of what looks like a large door. It’s the door from the book.

Mom, where are you?

She’ll have read Ossie’s note by now. She’ll be on her way here. A low hum resonates in the closed space. The same kind of vibration that accompanies the opening of the strange book.

“Ethan wasn’t convinced he could persuade you to come,” Malcolm says. “Especially since there were forces fighting to keep you away. Specters of the past. The founder of our Order.”

“Sarah,” I say. “How do you know about that?”

Malcolm laughs. “It doesn’t matter. Now you’re here, and I assume you know she built this magnificent place.”

I say nothing.

Malcolm looks disappointed. “You know who built it, but do you know why?”

It is the question we’ve been trying to find the answer to.

Malcolm clears his throat and clasps his hands together in front of him. “The movement Sarah Winthrup began lives on through me and her other followers.”

“What?” Redd seems confused. “Which arm of the Order do you even belong to? The people that turned against her?”

“We had no choice!” Malcolm snaps, an angry flash of red at his chest. “Sarah led us astray. Tried to convince us to side with her. She was a selfish woman.”

There’s a commotion above, followed by a door creaking open and a flurry of footsteps. My mom barrels into the basement, her chest heaving. Ethan catches Redd around the neck, pressing the barrel of the gun against his temple. My vision blurs as a yellow cloud engulfs Redd’s chest. My mom throws herself between me and Malcolm.

“Stop this! Stop it right now!” she screams. The anger in her voice and at her chest is unlike anything I have ever seen. The vermilion and crimson shades of anger, the filemot hue of hatred and malice, all swirl together.

Malcolm motions toward Ethan. “Stay back, or we will kill him.”

My mom looks at Redd as he clenches his fists at his sides. Malcolm laughs, running his long, slender fingers through his hair. “I thought you might show up, but I wasn’t entirely sure,” he says. “How’s it feel to be back, Hannigan?”

She knows him.

And she’s been here before.

“Whatever you think you’re doing, it’s not going to work, Malcolm,” my mom says.

“Mom, what is going on?” I can’t think straight.

Ossie whimpers as he clings to Agnes.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell her,” Malcolm says.

“There’s nothing to tell,” my mom says. Her colors shift to white.

“Sure there is,” says Malcolm. He peers around her. “Your mother is one of us, Moll. And so are you, in a way.”

“Shut up!” my mom screams.

“What is he talking about?” I don’t believe it. I won’t. I can’t—except there’s no white on Malcolm’s chest.

“She tried to run,” says Malcolm. “Tried to hide you from us. But we will not be denied what is rightfully ours.”

“She doesn’t know,” my mom says.

I try to catch her eye, but she avoids my gaze. “What don’t I know?” I ask.

Malcolm tents his fingers in front of him as he approaches my mother. “You know she has the book. All of it. And the vial.”

My mom’s eyes flash and I see a muscle twitch in her jaw.

“I would very much like to see them,” Malcolm says.

My mom turns to me. “Give it to him.”

Redd cries out as Ethan pushes the gun into his temple.

“All right!” I scream. I toss my bag at Malcolm’s feet. “Take it! Let him go. Please.”

Malcolm smirks. He opens my bag and fishes out the book. A sigh escapes his lips as he turns it over in his hands. “It is more than I could have ever dreamed.”

Ethan cranes his neck to get a look. Malcolm digs around inside my bag and pulls out the vial.

Ethan grins. “It exists.”

Malcolm claps his hand down on Ethan’s shoulder. “Our work can finally proceed.” They both look like they’re on the verge of tears.

“You still don’t have the true name,” my mom says. “And without it you can’t control him.”

Malcolm turns and glares at my mother. His elation turns to red-hot anger. I can barely see past the glowing ball of red and ribbons of filemot on his chest. He roughly slips his hand under my mom’s chin. “You and I could have been something together.” He squeezes her face, and she winces. “I could make you—”

“You can’t make me do a goddamned thing,” my mom says. She steps away from him. “You never could. You’re pathetic.” Defiance colors every syllable.

“Shut up,” Malcolm says angrily.

I can’t hold it in anymore. “Talk to her like that one more time and it’ll be the last thing you ever say.” I imagine his colors turning gray. I want him dead, but I can feel the edges of my power, restrained by my mother’s bindings and blocked by whatever Ethan is doing. Malcolm freezes for a moment, touching his chest. He blinks repeatedly, then readjusts himself and laughs. Ethan is still protecting him. I can’t reach him, but I catch something in my mother’s face as she stares at me. It’s something like fear... of me.

Malcolm is suddenly in my face. “Did Sarah reveal the true name to you?” he demands.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.

All I know is to stay out of the maze, and I still don’t know what that even means.

Malcolm grabs my chin and squeezes so hard I cry out. “Do not lie to me!”

“Get away from her!” Redd shouts.

Ethan presses the gun harder against Redd’s temple.

“Stop this!” my mom shouts. “She doesn’t know anything! She can’t tell you what you want to hear!”

Malcolm shoves me and then turns and stands in front of the door. He tucks the book under his arm and uncorks the glass vial, dipping his finger into the liquid. He traces a symbol that I recognize from the book onto the door. A rumbling reverberates through the room.

My mom pushes me back and I collide with Agnes, whose face is a mask of terror. Malcolm stands back as the door shifts, becoming more defined in the bright light. It swings open with a monstrous groan. My heart feels like it has dropped into the pit of my stomach. Ethan steps to the side but keeps the gun pointed at Redd.

“In you go,” Malcolm says.

Before I can even think about running or begging or fighting, he grabs Redd by the back of his shirt and drags him to the door. He yanks him up and shoves him inside, where he disappears, a choked scream escaping him as he’s swallowed up by the dark.

“No!” I scream. I sideswipe my mom as I run at Malcolm. He catches me by the arm, wrenching it down and holding it behind my back. I claw at his face with my free hand and dig my nails into his cheek. He rears back.

“Hey!” Ethan yells. He points the gun at my mom.

I stop struggling as Malcolm readjusts his grip on me, blood dripping from the fresh gouge on his face. Ethan prods Agnes with the gun as she pulls Ossie to her chest.

“Turn around!” Ethan shouts.

Agnes and Ossie turn their backs to us.

“Dammit, don’t do this!” my mom says.

Malcolm lets me go long enough to shove both Agnes and Ossie into the void with one swift motion. My mom falls to her knees in complete desperation.

I stare into Malcolm’s eyes, tears streaming down my face. He grabs me by the front of my shirt and spins me around, my back to the black abyss behind the door. I try to pull away, but he holds me tight. Ethan keeps the gun pointed at my mom as she pleads for them to stop.

“You don’t know his true name?” Malcolm asks. “Sarah didn’t reveal it to you?”

“Whose name?” I sob. “Who are you even talking about?”

Malcolm closes his eyes for a moment and sighs like he’s had enough. “Your father, Moll. I thought that meant you’d be special, but you’re just as pathetic as your mother. If you don’t know his true name, then what are you good for?”

Malcolm shoves me backward. I reach out as I fall, hooking my finger into the spine of Sarah’s book, wrenching it from under Malcolm’s arm. My mom’s terrified screams are the last thing I hear as darkness engulfs me.
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Chapter 22

I land flat on my back. The pain hesitates just enough to allow me to see that I’ve fallen into a large, empty room. The air punches out of my lungs. I grab at the dark, my chest burning, my vision blurring around the edges. A hand clamps down on my shoulder.

“Moll! Moll! It’s me! It’s me!”

My eyes adjust to the dark as I suck in gulps of air, my lungs feeling like they’re full of fire. Redd stands over me. I grab his outstretched hand, and he pulls me to my feet.

“What—where—what is this?” I stammer, trying to catch my breath.

“Moll, you gotta listen to me!” Redd is frantic. He grips my arm. “You have to pull back. Pull back!”

Pull back.

“What?” I try to focus on him, but his colors are so bright. Fear and anger mixed together, burning like the sun, and the edges begin to gray.

I’m making them gray.

Redd falls hard onto his knees, his arms around my waist. “Pull—back. Please. Moll—please.”

I rein in my power. Redd’s colors return to normal, and he falls forward onto his hands, panting.

“I’m so sorry!” I sob. “I—I didn’t mean to. I—”

He waves his hand. “It’s not you. It’s this place. It’s affecting all of us. Hannigan’s bindings are coming undone. I can feel it.” He touches his chest.

I feel it, too. There’s a heaviness in my limbs and the feeling of something being broken open, not all at once but little by little with each passing moment, like a frayed rope being stretched to its limit. I don’t fully know what lies behind the bindings, but it’s always trying to claw its way to the surface, and I’m always pushing it down. I won’t be able to do that much longer—this place, whatever it is, won’t let me.

Redd staggers to his feet as I wrestle my power into submission, concentrating so hard I break out in a sweat. I look around frantically.

“Where’s Agnes?” I ask.

Redd motions to a corner of the room where the shadows are deepest. I start to walk over and then stop dead in my tracks. Agnes sits quietly with her eyes closed. The ball at her chest is no longer circular and compact. It’s a storm cloud, shifting and expanding. Sparks of translucent red light, like liquid fire, erupt from her chest.

“Oh no,” I say, unable to raise my voice above a whisper.

Agnes slowly opens her eyes. “I’ve never had to work this hard to keep myself under control,” she says through gritted teeth. “Moll, I’m scared. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

I get closer to her even as her fear and sadness and anger wrap themselves around me. “You won’t,” I say. “I trust you. I know you can control it.” She forces a half-smile. I look around, my heart ticking up. “Where’s Ossie?”

Redd takes a deep breath and lets his head fall back. “Come out, Ossie. Just move slow.”

I glance over, wincing as the pain in my back spreads up my neck and down my arm. A shuffling noise sounds in the dark. Redd clicks on his flashlight, and Ossie steps into the swath of light it casts. I clap my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

Ossie is surrounded by vermin. Hundreds of rats and mice swarm him, piling up on themselves as they form a cocoon around him. I can only see the outline of his body beneath the swarm of tails and fur.

I gather myself and lower my hands. “Ossie. Are they—are they hurting you?”

Ossie’s voice emanates from inside the casing of vermin. “They don’t want to hurt me, but I don’t think they can help it. They keep coming. I don’t even think I’m calling them, or maybe I am, I don’t know. It’s okay, though. It’s okay.”

Redd swallows hard and avoids looking in Ossie’s direction.

The pain in my back ebbs and I look around. “Where did I fall in from?”

Redd points up. On the wall, a good ten feet above my head, is a door-sized indentation. “It disappears completely every few minutes,” Redd says. “When you came through, it lit up. Ossie and Agnes fell in thirty minutes after I did. Then you took another thirty minutes to get here.”

“We went in right after each other,” I say.

Redd shakes his head. “Time is different in here.”

I remember the accidental EVP recording. “And where is here, exactly?”

Redd shrugs. “I have no idea. A sub-basement, maybe?”

I study the room. “I don’t think so. Look how high the ceilings are. They’re, what? Twenty feet? And how far to that wall?” I point to the opposite side of the room. “It’s at least half a city block away. This place is massive.” I busy my mind with thoughts of getting out of here and try to keep myself from looking at anyone else’s colors too long.

“It doesn’t make any sense.” Redd paces back and forth, a little limp in his step. “I walked the perimeter of this room at least three times, and it’s different every time. It’s like the space is—changing.”

I notice Sarah’s book lying on the floor. I pick it up and look around the space again. “Is this—could this be the warren?”

Redd does a double take and looks around the room like he’s seeing it for the first time. His mouth turns down. His shoulders roll forward. “Yeah. It’s gotta be, right?”

I sit on the floor and open the book in my lap.

“I tried to get up there, but it’s impossible,” says Redd, looking up at the indentation. “And there’s not even a handle or anything, from what I can see. I don’t think it’s meant to be opened from the inside.”

Redd’s chest is a burning ball of yellow so bright I can see it even when I’m not looking directly at him.

A flurry of confused thoughts tumble through my head. Did I turn off the stove before I left? No. I never turned it on in the first place. Did I feed Mr. C? Did I hand in my homework? I turn to Redd.

“Sorry.” He presses his hands against the sides of his head. “I’m having a hard time controlling it.”

“I know,” I say. I want to tell him it’s going to be okay, but I don’t want to lie to him. I try not to get distracted by all the things in my head. As Redd breathes deep, I can think a little clearer.

“How are we gonna get out of here?” Redd asks.

“Whatever we’re going to do,” Agnes says, her voice strained, “we have to do it fast. I—I don’t know if I can hold myself together much longer.”

The clock is ticking, but in this place, the next moment might be an hour away, or maybe tomorrow, or maybe right now. I feel like I’m running out of time in a place where time is nothing and everything all at once.

“We have the book,” I say. “It’s the blueprint for how this place was built. We also have the message from the EVP.”

“Right,” Redd looks hopeful for a moment.

“The maze. . . is a trap... Do not go in,” I say. “Find the book.”

“Why lead you to that book with a layout of this place if we weren’t supposed to go in?” Redd asks.

“She was trying to warn us,” I say. “There has to be a reason why. Malcolm and my mom both said something about a ‘true name’ and—” I hesitate.

“What?” Redd asks.

“Right before he threw me in here, Malcolm said something about my father.”

“Your father?” Agnes asks. “How would he even know anything about him?”

“Malcolm and my mom know each other,” I say. “Apparently. He said she was a part of the Order of Warren.”

“Was he lying?” Redd asks.

“No,” I say. “But it can’t be the whole truth either. I can’t always tell when someone is lying by leaving stuff out.” My mom didn’t even deny it. “I don’t want to believe it,” I say. “The only way we’re gonna find out the truth is if we get our shit together and get out of here.”

I think I hear Ossie giggle through the cacophony of rat sounds. He thinks cursing is hilarious, especially when I do it.

I look up at the indentation. “That’s the way in.” I turn and look at the opposite wall. Even at a distance, I can see an enormous rectangular opening in its center. “We have to find another way out.”

“What if going through that doorway only puts us deeper into this place?” Agnes asks. “Are we sure we want to risk it?” She keeps her eyes closed as she wrestles with her power, trying to keep it under control.

“I think we have to.” I don’t see any other choices. “We can’t just sit here doing nothing.”

“What about the other part of the EVP?” Redd asks. “The maze is a trap? That doesn’t sound good. We should stay here in case Hannigan comes in.”

I sigh. “Maybe, but—”

A piercing scream cuts through the insulated silence. We all freeze.

“Was that—a person?” Redd asks.

A sickening realization dawns on me. “There’s someone else in here.” We sit in silence for what feels like minutes but it’s so hard to tell. “Let’s get our stuff together and move,” I say.

We adjust our body cams. I hope they’ve been recording like they’re supposed to. I go over to Ossie, but the smell knocks me back.

“Ossie, I don’t think you can wear a camera,” I say. “There’re too many rats.”

“That’s okay,” Ossie says. A little space clears around his face, and I get a good look at him. In spite of everything, he’s smiling.

“You sure you’re okay in there?” I ask.

“Yeah. They love me,” he says. “I love them.”

If the smell of rat droppings and piss is killing my nose from a distance, I can’t imagine what it’s like where Ossie is. As usual, he’s right at home in the funk.

“Everybody ready?” I ask.

Agnes stands up and takes a deep breath. “I’d say we need to stick together, but if I start to lose it, you have to run. Get as far away from me as possible.”

We all nod, but I know I won’t leave her. Maybe that means I won’t make it out of the warren alive. I glance at Ossie, then at Redd. I love them all more than anything. I’d choose their lives over mine every time, no questions asked. The tears well up, but I swallow hard and push them away.

We begin a slow walk to the rear wall. The room is empty, from what I can tell. No furnishings, no windows, nothing. But some parts are lit up like there’s a light source somewhere over our heads. Sharp shadows jut out all around us. A dark spot in the wall grows as we approach it, like a giant mouth yawning open. It isn’t until we’re right in front of it that I realize it isn’t a door, but an archway leading into an adjoining room.

“This wasn’t here before,” Redd says. “When I walked the perimeter, this wall was solid like all the other ones.”

“It’s shifting somehow.” I peer into the next room and can’t see a single thing, not even the opposite wall. The arch is so high overhead that it’s not clear anymore.

Redd shines his flashlight into the room. The darkness swallows up the column of light immediately.

“The hell?” Redd says.

I stick my arm through the archway, and it looks like it has been cut off at the elbow. I snatch it back, my heart racing. I wiggle my fingers in front of my face to make sure they’re still attached.

“We going in there?” Ossie whimpers, his wide eyes the only thing visible.

I don’t see any other option. I hold my breath and step into the darkness.

The feeling is like slipping into a lukewarm pool filled with inky-black water. My senses are completely overtaken by the darkness. The air is thick, moist, like the air inside a greenhouse in the summertime. All the sounds around me are muffled, and I can suddenly hear the pounding of my own heart like a beating drum. Something brushes against me, and I jump back.

“It’s me,” says Redd. His voice seems far away.

I can’t see him or his colors. My eyes can’t seem to adjust as I move forward. Panic seeps in. The claustrophobic feeling of being alone overwhelms me. I imagine I’m in the middle of the sea in the dead of night, far below the water’s surface. My heartbeat pounds in my ears. I shut my eyes and open them again. There is no difference.

I have the sudden sense of something directly in front of me. I squint in the complete blackness. Just ahead, there is a massive shape. Its outline is blacker than the surrounding darkness, a shadow among shadows. I move forward, my hands outstretched, feeling inside the dark. The tip of my shoe brushes against something solid. It’s low to the ground and longer than I can reach by sticking my leg out to the side. I kneel and stretch out my hands to feel around.

“I think it’s a step,” I say.

A ringing sounds in my ears, and the darkness thins, revealing the entrance to a massive staircase with steps that wind up and around each other like two intertwined snakes. Ossie and Agnes join me at the bottom.

“It’s the staircase from the book,” I say. My voice is clear again and rings out like a bell.

The features of the enormous staircase and the room that holds it become clearer with each passing second. It looks like the room was built around the staircase itself. Its circumference almost touches each of the four walls. It spirals upward into the darkness. I take a step up. Redd inhales sharply. I glance back at Redd and he nods. We begin our ascent.

“Put one foot in front of the other. Keep going. Don’t lose control.” It is Agnes’s voice in my head, but I don’t think she’s talking to me. She’s talking to herself. I catch her eye, and she mouths, Sorry. I smile at her. It feels unnatural and wrong in this place, but I do it anyway.

I look into the void in the center of the intertwined staircases. We’re going up, but someone else could be coming down on the opposite side and we’d never see them unless we look over the inner edge. About halfway up, Agnes stops.

“I need to catch my breath,” she says. She sits down on a step and puts her head in her hands.

“It’s going to be okay,” I say, sitting next to her.

She lifts her head and looks me in the eye. “You’ve never lied to me before. Please don’t start now.”

Some of the vermin surrounding Ossie have fallen away to reveal his legs and arms. The swarm of rodents shifts so they won’t be crushed as he sits down. Redd keeps looking at him and then looking away. I want to say something to put everyone at ease. I don’t want anyone, especially Ossie, to be afraid, but Agnes is right. I can’t lie to them. On top of that, I’m having a harder time controlling my own power than when I first entered the warren. Everyone’s colors are brighter than I’ve ever seen them, and the emotions are palpable, like little shocks of electricity coursing through me every time I look at them. Something inside me knows that I could turn them all to gray with a single thought once these bindings are completely severed.

There’s a muffled sound from somewhere below us and a tremor that shakes the stairs. A numbing cold creeps into my bones. I scramble to my feet, race to the inner edge of the stairs, and look down. The ground floor is lost in the darkness, the stairs fading into the black. Just then, a figure appears. Or maybe it was there the entire time.

A pallid face turns to look up at me.
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Chapter 23

The figure unfolds out of the shadows. It’s the size and shape of a human being one second but changes into something unrecognizable, a giant lumbering mass of shadow, the next. It moves upward, disappearing under the overlapping turn in the stairs. I grab Ossie’s one exposed arm to pull him up.

“Move!” I shout.

I take the stairs two at a time, holding on to Ossie for dear life. Redd and Agnes don’t hesitate as they run up behind me. The sound of our feet on the steps fills the stairwell, but it’s quickly overtaken by a thunderous rumbling.

That thing, whatever it is, is coming after us.

I sprint up the steps, dragging Ossie, rats trailing after us. I stumble onto the landing at the top of the stairs, my knee crashing into the top step. Ossie pitches forward, but the rats cushion his fall. Redd pulls me to my feet as the staircase shudders again. A long corridor stretches out in front of us.

Ossie’s panicked voice cuts through the silence. “Where are we supposed to go?”

The rumbling grows louder, closer.

“What do we do?” Ossie shrieks.

Agnes doubles over, panting. The colors at her chest are storming.

“This way,” says a voice.

Standing halfway down a darkened hallway is a person. “Hurry up!” she says.

The stairs behind us groan. The thing climbing them must weigh a ton. I grab Ossie’s arm again and pull him down the hall. The rats gnash at my skin, but I don’t let go. I race along the dark hall, Agnes and Redd tripping along behind me. The young woman ushers us into a small room.

“Through here.” She kneels and crawls through a waist-high door.

Redd looks like he’s going to protest, but I nudge him forward, and we all crowd into the passageway on our hands and knees. It’s less like another hallway and more like a tunnel. I follow close behind the young woman until we come to a small door. She pushes it open, and we emerge in an adjoining room the size of a large closet. When Ossie comes through, only a few dozen rats still cling to him.

“I’m trying real hard to make them stop,” says Ossie. He’s struggling like the rest of us.

“I know.” I squeeze his hand. “You’re doing good.”

“Shh!” The young woman hushes us as she closes the door. “Be quiet for a minute.”

The rumbling is closer now. I hold my breath as the entire floor shakes. Agnes grabs on to Ossie. Yellow orbs of fear light up the room, and my head feels like it’s going to split open. Outside the door, the noise grows to a deafening roar. Ossie cups his hands over his ears. Agnes covers her mouth with both hands. The young woman simply stares down at the floor. I grip Redd’s hand, and he presses his forehead against mine. It’s all over. This is how it ends for us.

The tears come in a flood, and all I want is to be able to tell my mom I love her and that I’m sorry.

I shut my eyes.

And then—it stops.

No one moves. The minutes tick by—or maybe they’re seconds. It’s so hard to keep track. I find the rhythm of my breath again after a while.

“What was that?” I whisper.

“I don’t know,” says the young woman. “I only know that you have to stay away from it.”

I turn on my flashlight and nearly go weak with relief when it works in this room. I finally get a good look at the young woman. To my surprise, I recognize her.

“You’re Harley, aren’t you?” I ask.

She looks stunned. “How do you know my name?”

“I know your friend, Ruby,” I say. “She showed me your picture.”

“Um, okay?” Harley says, confused.

“You’ve been missing for, like, three weeks,” I say. “The police are looking for you. Your parents hired a detective and everything. It’s all over the news.”

“Three weeks?” She shakes her head. “No. That can’t be right. Are you serious?” She slumps down on the floor. “I can’t—I can’t tell what day it is or what time it is. There’s no light, no windows, nothing.”

“We heard a scream,” I say. “Was that you?”

“I let it get too close to me,” she says. “That thing. It came too close, and the rooms... they change. I got turned around, and I thought I was dead. It was so close.” She stares off into the darkness.

Her face is angular, her cheeks hollow, her collarbones jutting out. I think maybe the shadows in the room are making her look that way, but as she moves, her clothes hang off her frame at awkward angles. She’s wasting away in this place where time doesn’t mean anything. I reach into my pocket and pull out the smashed-up granola bar Redd had given me and hand it to her.

“Thank you,” she says, devouring it in two bites. “I haven’t really eaten since... since... well, I don’t really know.”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay.” The truth is it probably won’t be, but I don’t need to tell her that.

Ossie and Agnes sit down on the floor. Redd’s pressed into the far wall, as far away from Ossie as the room will allow.

“You’re doing good, Oz,” he says.

Ossie tilts his head, and several mice fall off him. “Is that why you’re all the way over there? Because I’m doing good?”

“Give me a break, okay?” Redd says. “This is literally my worst nightmare. We’re trapped in this room with those—those creatures, and I’m trying not to lose my shit.”

Ossie’s face softens. “I’m sorry. I can’t help it.”

Redd’s eyes glisten in the darkness. “I know, Oz. Like I said, you’re doing good. You just keep it up. We’ll be out of here soon.”

I turn back to Harley, pushing away the urge to burst into tears. “Do you know what this place is?” I ask her.

Harley glances around at us. “I think so. Don’t you?”

“No,” I say. “I mean, not really. We have the book, the plans, but we’re still not sure.”

“Book?” Harley asks. Even in the depths of the warren, with some unknown creature chasing us, her colors swirl into a mass of green the shade of oxidized copper. It’s the kind of green that accompanies anticipation.

I take the book out of my bag and hand it to her. Her eyes grow wide in their sunken sockets.

“I was researching this house,” Harley says. “People said it was haunted.” She turns the book over in her hands. “The first time I came here, I fell through the floor and landed in the garage.”

I scoot closer to Harley. “You knew that the house was some kind of portal, or vortex?”

“I knew it was something,” Harley says. “And there were rumors that Sarah Winthrup, a woman—”

I put my hands up. “I know who she is. We’re paranormal investigators.”

“Really?” She looks amused. “That makes sense.”

“So what’s going on with the house?” Redd asks, inching a little closer to Ossie.

“It’s not the house itself,” Harley says. She opens the book. “The house was built to hide something. It’s like a cork stopping up a bottle. I’ve been here a half dozen times. The owner guy, Ethan, told me I could look around all I wanted. The last time I came to the house, I was in a room in the attic, and the floor disappeared. I fell into the basement and hit my head.” She lifts up her choppy bangs, revealing a jagged, mostly healed cut over her eye. “And then I saw this door. When I touched it, it opened.”

“You were able to open the door?” I ask. Malcolm had made it seem like they couldn’t do it without the substance in the vial.

“Yeah.” She presses her lips together like she’s holding something back. “This is the warren. This is the secret. It’s what the Order was named for.”

“Do you know why it was built?” I ask.

Harley shifts, biting her bottom lip. “I thought maybe Sarah had this place built as a kind of safe house for people like us.”

“Us?” I ask.

Harley smiles. “You know, gifted. Whatever you want to call it. I’ve been hearing the dead since I was a kid. I’m guessing you all have other—talents.” She smiles warmly but casts a worried glance in Ossie’s direction. “Not to mention that you came in here with a boy juggling, like, fifty rats. And her.” She points to Agnes. “I thought she was something else at first, some kind of entity attached to you. She’s, like, really, really powerful. Do you know what she can do?”

I nod and glance at Agnes, but her expression remains unchanged.

“It can’t be a safe house,” Redd says. “You don’t build a labyrinth to keep people safe.”

“You might,” says Harley. “If you had something dangerous that you wanted to keep from getting out.”

Harley flips through the pages and stops at the section about the Merkley brothers. “Did you know that they were a magical family? Magic in the blood, I mean. All of them were psychics, clairvoyants, mediums.”

“All of them?” I stare down at their photo.

Harley nods. “Their blood, with all that magic in it, was used to power the building of this place. They used some kind of alchemy to produce the materials. It doesn’t follow the rules of time or space.” She turns the book around and reads the words aloud. “The blood of the seventh powers the warren.”

“How do you know about them?” I ask.

“Because I am one of them,” she says. “My father was a Merkley.” She laughs a little, which sounds completely out of place considering the circumstances. The sound hangs in the air. “Franklin Merkley was my great-great-grandfather.”

“That’s how you were able to get in the door,” I say, putting the pieces together. “The blood of the seventh powers the warren, and it’s the key to getting in, too. Franklin Merkley was the seventh son.”

“And his blood flows in my veins,” Harley says. She reaches up and points to her cut. “I was going to prick my finger, but apparently the universe had other plans.” She sighs and slumps down. “That’s how I got in. But how did you all get in here?”

“In the back of that book there was a glass vial with a liquid inside,” I say. “A man named Malcolm used it to open the door in the basement of the Spring Street house. I’m guessing it was a vial of your great-great-grandfather’s blood.”

Ossie shuffles a little closer to Harley. “How do you know so much about this place?” he asks.

“The Portland Society for Spiritual Wellbeing, founded by Ben Macomb?” Harley looks around like she’s checking that we all know that part. When we nod, she continues. “I joined up when I was, like, fifteen.” She takes a deep breath. “It’s the lost arm of Sarah’s original Order. Ben tried to help keep this place, and this thing trapped in the warren underneath, a secret. But the rogue Order members, the ones who turned against Sarah, came into possession of the house at some point. People started dying, disappearing. The truth about it all has been lost. Until now, I guess.”

“What is it?” Ossie asks. “That thing that was chasing us?”

Harley meets his gaze. “It’s Sarah’s son.”
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Chapter 24

What?” Redd, Agnes, and I simultaneously ask the question.

Harley shakes her head. “I know it sounds crazy, but think about it.”

“She had a son that died when he was, like, three,” I say. In all the hundreds of pages I’d read that detailed Sarah’s life, only a few sentences described the event. One of them read simply, After the deaths of her husband and a son, Sarah became withdrawn, and those closest to her worried she could not recover from their loss.

Redd looks confused. “She gave birth to a monster?”

“I don’t know what he is,” says Harley. “No one knows who his father is. Some people say it was Martin Greenbriar, other people say it was the devil himself.”

I roll my eyes.

Harley smiles a little half-smile. “I know. It’s ridiculous. But what I know right now is that whatever he is, he’s the most powerful thing I’ve ever come across. Until I met you.” She turns to Agnes. “You’re a lot like him. No offense.”

“Full offense taken,” says Agnes. “I’m not a monster.”

We all sit quietly for a moment.

“She trapped her own kid in this place?” Ossie asks. A wave of blue overtakes him, and its glow filters through the wriggling mass of rodents that encircle him. I shut my eyes. His sadness is almost too much to handle.

“Sarah was... strange.” Harley swallows twice, hard and forceful, as she begins. “She got married and had a baby. She named the kid Nathaniel. Maybe she wanted a family, maybe she thought it was a good cover for the other things she was doing. I don’t really know. But when Nathaniel is about three, Sarah starts to get into some really dark stuff—invoking spirits, channeling.”

“Letting a spirit take over your body never works out right,” Agnes says. “Trust me.”

Harley nods in agreement. “It didn’t work out right for her either. She was doing this work, trying to invoke a specific entity, but she couldn’t get it to manifest.”

“Why not?” I ask.

“She tried to channel this entity directly into herself,” Harley says. “She wanted to increase her own power. I think she thought people like us could take over the world or something.” Harley rolls her eyes. “She wasn’t satisfied with her own abilities—she sought more power. From what Ben recorded in his writings, she tried at least three separate times to do the invocation ritual, but it never worked.” Harley lifts her gaze to meet mine. “She decided that if her body wasn’t a good enough vessel, she would find someone who was.”

“No,” says Redd, picking up on something I haven’t fit together yet.

Harley turns to me. “Her son. She allowed something, a powerful entity, to use her son as a gateway to enter this world.”

I let out a long, slow breath. “What do you mean she allowed it?” I feel sick. I’d grown to have a sort of reverence for Sarah. She was a powerful woman with gifts... like me. Now, knowing she sacrificed her son to some kind of paranormal entity, I think that makes her a monster. And if she’s a monster, what does that make me?

“Not a monster,” Agnes says through gritted teeth. She’s in my head even though I can tell she’s trying not to be. “None of us are monsters.”

I bite the inside of my cheek to keep the tears at bay.

“Nathaniel, or I guess the thing that possessed Nathaniel, killed Sarah’s husband six months later,” Harley says. “She told the public that the boy had died, too, but of course he hadn’t. The entity had latched itself onto him so thoroughly that destroying it would have killed her son in the process. So, she forms the original Order of Warren. With Martin Greenbriar’s help, construction on this place begins.”

“They built it to keep Nathaniel contained,” I say.

“Yes,” says Harley. “But this is where things go even more sideways.”

“More sideways than letting some kind of demon possess your only child?” Agnes asks.

Harley nods. “The Order of Warren fractures. On one side there are the people who wanted to keep Nathaniel locked away for all time, no exceptions. This included Ben and Sarah herself. They knew how dangerous Nathaniel was. Sarah had gotten in over her head, thought she could control him because a part of her son was still in there somewhere. But she found out the hard way that there was no controlling him. And on the other side were the people who wanted to set him free.”

“Set him free... to do what?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Harley says. “But it wouldn’t have worked because nobody knew how to get in here except for Sarah, the Merkleys, and a few others like Ben. Everyone disappeared to keep the secret safe. And besides, Sarah never revealed Nathaniel’s true name to anyone.”

Malcolm’s words—my mom’s words—play back in my head. “What does that mean?” I ask. “His true name? Isn’t his name just Nathaniel?”

Harley purses her lips for a minute. “Nathaniel was the name Sarah gave her son, but the entity that overtook him has a different name. Sarah had to use it to summon him. Knowing the true name is the only way to control the entity.”

“But you said there is no controlling him,” I say.

Harley nods. “Not like that. She could have used the true name to destroy him, to send him back to where he came from. But she knew that meant destroying whatever was left of her son. She couldn’t bring herself to do that, so she locked that secret away in her head and took it to her grave.” Harley sighs. “The entity itself doesn’t even know the name. That’s what gives the person summoning it so much power, and that is what the new Order of Warren wants. It is their only goal.”

Ossie scoots close to me. “We gotta get out of here, Moll. We gotta go. Please.”

I’m overwhelmed by everything I’ve just heard. Ossie’s fear is blinding. I cover my face with my hands.

“I’m sorry,” says Harley. “I know it’s a lot.”

“It’s not that,” I say. “Since we’ve been here, we’ve all been having trouble controlling our abilities.”

“I know. It’s the power of this place,” says Harley. “I’ve never felt anything like it. It’s made of magic.”

“Can we get out?” Ossie asks, his voice creeping up. “There has to be another way out, right?”

“I don’t think so.” Harley lowers her head. “I’ve been trying to find a way out since I got here. And if what you say is true, that I’ve been gone three weeks...” She trails off.

I stand and pace the floor. “No. We have to keep moving.”

Redd jumps up and steps in front of me. “Moll, there’s nowhere to go. We can’t get out.”

He gently takes hold of my arms, but I shrug away from him.

“I’m not gonna just sit here!” I say. “I’m not gonna wait for that—that thing—to kill us. I’m not gonna wait to turn into—” I stop, angrily wiping away the tears that trail down my face.

“To turn into what?” Redd asks.

“A monster,” I say. Everyone’s colors are so bright I just want them to go away. “I can feel myself coming undone. I’m afraid this place is going to turn me into something I don’t want to be.”

“You’re not a monster,” Redd says. “None of us are.”

“Are you sure?” I ask.

Redd knows as well as I do that we have all hurt or even killed people, accident or not. We have all caused hurt, pain, suffering. I was always so afraid that my mom would see me as a monster, that she herself was afraid of me. If this place has its way with me, I think I might finally become something worthy of that fear.

“I know you’re scared,” Redd says in a whisper. He presses his forehead into mine. “But we have to do this together. Don’t fall apart on me now, Moll. Please?”

His embrace is the only thing holding me up. I’ve never felt so powerless.

Harley stands up. “If you want, I can show you the few places I know about. But I’m telling you, Sarah and the original Order knew what they were doing when they built this place. It’s confusing, and it’s that way for a reason.”

“I don’t care,” I say. I take a deep breath. “I’m getting us out of here. Let’s go.”

Agnes stands, and while she’s still struggling, she looks determined. “That’s why I love you, Moll. You make me feel like we can figure things out, even when I’m pretty sure we’re all gonna die in here.”

Ossie’s eyes widen. The rats still squirming around him go into a frenzy.

“Kidding. Just kidding,” Agnes says. She glances at me, and when Ossie turns his back, she mouths, Not kidding.

We duck back through the low passageway and follow Harley down the darkened corridor. It’s narrower than when we came through it before, and the top of the staircase isn’t visible at the end of the hall anymore. We stay close to the wall, following Harley single file. We turn right into a narrow hall and go up a short flight of stairs. When we move on to the landing, Harley stops abruptly.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“The wall needs to change,” she says. Harley runs her hand over the surface of the wall and steps back. “I usually sit here and wait. I’ve tried timing it, but it’s random.”

After what feels like a few minutes, the floor rumbles as the wall transforms in front of us. It folds lengthwise, then in half again, and sinks into itself, creating another doorway. We duck through the newly formed passage. Ahead is another void like the one we saw in the first room—a great black space at the end of the passage. We pass through the curtain of darkness and find ourselves in a room as big as a football field, with no visible ceiling. Cut into the ground are deep channels that run the length of the space, each filled with a shimmering silver liquid. Ossie bends down and sticks out his hand, but Harley catches him by the wrist. She’s promptly attacked by a half dozen rats.

“Don’t touch it,” Harley says, batting the rodents away. “It’s mercury.”

Ossie steps back and the rats rejoin him.

“Why is this in here?” I ask. “Shouldn’t we be dead from even standing in the same room as this stuff?”

I back up toward the door, only to see that the wall has changed again and the door is nowhere to be found.

“Don’t worry,” says Harley. “Well, maybe worry, but not about this. I’ve been in here a bunch of times and I’m fine.” She points to the wall nearest us. The mercury is flowing out of the room through large holes at the bottom of the wall. “It’s being pushed all around this place, but I’m not sure why.”

“Maybe it’s creating some kind of energetic barrier?” Redd offers.

“Mercury is a big deal in alchemy,” Harley says. “The Order of Warren definitely had some high-level alchemists among them.”

“Martin Greenbriar,” I say.

Harley nods. “He had a hand in the construction of this place. I think Sarah would be pissed that we found out what it’s been hiding after she managed to keep it a secret her whole life, short as it was.”

“If you can call a hundred and six years short,” I say.

Harley raises an eyebrow, and then her expression shifts into something like relief. “She got away from the Order when they turned against her.”

“She did,” I say.

Harley looks like she wants to say something but hesitates a second, before letting her arms fall to her sides. “If that’s true, I wish we could get away, too. I just want to go home.” She turns away from me, dabbing at her eyes with the back of her hand.

Suddenly, the ground shudders under our feet.

“Moll,” Redd’s voice comes in an urgent whisper, and I turn to see a figure standing at the far end of the room.

Its colors are a swirling mass of light and dark grays. It is the entity from the stairs. How something with those colors can be stalking us through the warren doesn’t make sense. Harley turns and begins to pound on the nearest wall. Ossie backs up, the rats swarming around, once again covering him head to foot. A noise like a screaming siren blasts through the room. The figure slowly lurches forward.

The ball at Agnes’s chest undulates and changes from yellow to blue to black and back again. She doubles over, gripping her waist.

“Moll, I can’t keep ahold of myself,” she says.

“Yes, you can, Agnes. You have to.” I struggle to will her colors into submission, but they’re so bright. I can’t focus enough to make them do what I want.

Ossie bangs on the wall, rodents falling off him and then scurrying back up. Redd is frozen where he stands. I search for an opening in the wall.

I glance behind us, scared to death of what I’ll see. The closer the figure gets, the more it feels like the air is being sucked out of my chest. It’s a solid mass of energy, a pulsing shadow in the guise of a person. The room tilts. A hum fills my ears. Redd pounds on the wall and Ossie’s cries cut through the air. My vision clouds. Redd catches me around the waist, and we fall back into a passageway as the entity reaches the wall. The doorway closes, trapping the thing on the other side.

I roll over and sit up, dazed. Redd helps me to my feet. Agnes is trembling so hard she has to wrap her arms around herself to keep still. We’re running out of time. A loud clang erupts from behind the wall, which has returned to a smooth surface. We back away, down the hall toward a tall metal door.

“The mirror room is through here,” Harley says. “There’s a door on the other side of it, but I’ve never gone through.” She pushes a tall metal door open, and we rush into another strange corner of the warren.

“Holy shit.”
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Chapter 25

The room is the length of a school bus, and maybe just as wide, but it’s the height of a three-story building. Every inch of its interior is covered in mirrors hung backward. Through the patchwork of mismatched frames, the walls, colored a crimson red, look like veins snaking their way up toward the ceiling. Every single mirror acts as a window, giving us a glimpse of whatever room is on the other side.

Harley points to a large oval mirror in a gold frame. “I saw you through this one.”

“That was you?” I ask as I go over to the mirror and peer through. I can see into the mermaid bathroom.

“You can see the whole house through these. Anywhere there’s a mirror,” says Harley. “Do you know how many times I’ve seen people go in and out of the different rooms, heard them talking and laughing?” She bites back tears as she rests her hand on one of the mirrors. I can’t imagine what it must have been like for her to be all alone here this whole time.

In the mirror next to the oval one, I can see some of the chairs from the dining room by the front entrance to Alister’s. In a smaller, triangle-shaped frame I see a different view of the bathroom. There’s a giant rectangular mirror whose bottom edge is a full foot over my head mounted on the wall. I back up as far as the room will allow so I can see the whole thing better.

My entire body stiffens. “Oh no.”

Redd and Agnes move to my side, standing on their toes to see what I see. In the mirror, my mom sits in a chair in a room I don’t recognize. Malcolm stands in front of her. Ethan’s by the door, staring at her and swaying from side to side. My mom isn’t restrained, but as I watch Ethan rock, it’s clear that whatever he’s doing is keeping her in the chair. A stab of anger rips through me. Ethan lied to us, lured us here, and is now helping Malcolm hold my mom hostage. I want to crush his colors into gray powder.

“What will happen to her?” my mom asks.

“I don’t know,” Malcolm says. “You’re the one who’s been in the warren. Why don’t you tell me?”

I whip around and look at Agnes. Her face is blank.

“She’s been here,” I say in disbelief. “Inside the warren.”

“I’ve always wondered how you managed to get in,” Malcolm says.

“You think you’re the only one with an ulterior motive?” my mom snaps. “You’re not special, Malcolm, and not too smart either.”

Malcolm rushes at her and raises his hand like he’s going to hit her. A pulse of energy comes out of Agnes, and it makes the entire room shake. The mirrors clang against the walls. Malcolm, Ethan, and my mom look around the room.

“How did you get in the first time?” Malcolm asks, turning his attention back to my mom. “You didn’t have the book or the vial.”

“I didn’t need it,” my mom says. “While the rest of the Order was searching for the true name, someone else knew they had to destroy Sarah’s son to keep the rest of the world safe. You all really thought you could control it?”

Malcolm’s face twists into an angry scowl. He walks up to her and tugs down the collar of her shirt, revealing her scar. “You had your mark removed. You never had the faith that is required of true followers.”

“Sarah built this place for a reason,” my mom says. “She knew he was too powerful to roam free. He can’t be controlled, only contained.”

“With the true name, we can control him,” Ethan says.

“Who wanted to destroy him?” Malcolm asks. “Who would be so stupid—”

“Walter,” my mom says.

Malcolm looks like he’s been punched in the stomach.

“Who the heck is Walter?” Ossie asks as he cranes his neck to try and see into the mirror.

I know the name. I grasp at the memory and find his face there, with my mom’s, in the photo she kept on her bedside table.

“Walter was a Merkley,” my mom says. “You trusted him with all your secrets and never knew who he really was.” She smiles.

“Walter was one of us,” Malcolm says angrily. “He was with us.”

“He infiltrated your new Order knowing you wanted to control Sarah’s son,” my mom says. “He was going to kill him instead. He cut his hand and opened the door, and . . .” She trails off.

Malcolm’s mouth turns up into a hideous smile. “You were there. That’s how all of this came to be, isn’t it, Hannigan?”

“Walter and I were going to destroy him,” my mom says. “Once the door was open, I hit Walter over the head, knocked him out cold. He was a good man and I didn’t want to risk his safety. I went through the open door. And I found... him.”

“Why am I not surprised Hannigan knocked a grown-ass man out?” Redd asks.

My heart punches. She’s been here. She knows what’s in here with us.

“He’d been there the whole time,” my mom says. “Alone.”

Ethan’s brows arch up. “You felt sorry for it?”

“Him,” Hannigan says. “He was still a person. There was still something human under the surface. What Sarah did to him when he was just a child, to use him like that—it was wrong. He grew up in the dark and became... something else.” My mom sticks out her chin. “He asked me to stay. So I did. I don’t know how long.”

“We thought you ran away,” says Malcolm. “Walter said nothing.”

“Of course he didn’t,” my mom says. “Walter was my friend. He opened the door again for me. That’s how I got out.”

“That monster let you just walk away?” Ethan asks in utter disbelief.

“Nathaniel let me leave. Yes.” My mom is defiant.

“It can’t be,” Ethan says.

Malcolm leans in close to my mom. “What are you not telling us?”

Ethan refocuses his gaze on my mom, and her body jerks violently. She cries out.

“Mom!” I shout.

“Why did he let you leave?” Malcolm asks. “Tell me or I’ll kill you right here, right now.”

“He let me leave,” my mom gasps. “But I gave him my word that I would find the true name and bring it back to him so that he might be the one to control himself. He could rid himself of the entity. He could have left with me but he didn’t. He didn’t want to risk it.”

“He chose to stay when he could have been free?” Malcolm cannot seem to comprehend this.

“The part of him that was still human chose to stay,” my mom says.

“And you left with a parting gift,” Malcolm says, bitterness tainting every word.

“She is a gift,” my mom says.

I turn, and Agnes, Redd, Ossie, and Harley stand away from me, staring.

“No,” I say.

“Does she know?” Malcolm asks.

“No,” says my mom, hanging her head. “I wanted to tell her, but I couldn’t. It was too dangerous.”

“You really thought you could protect her from the Order?” Ethan asks.

My mother looks away. Malcolm slides his hand under her chin, and she wrenches away from him like he’s hurt her.

A picture forms in the farthest part of my memory. The part where my first day of preschool and my first time riding a two-wheeler live. I see my mother through the eyes of my younger self. She’s standing over me. The familiar cadence of her spell rings out. The same one I heard through her door only days ago. She’s been trying to protect me my entire life.

“The Order will do what Sarah would not,” says Malcolm. “You and Moll could have been a part of that.”

“I’d rather die,” says my mom.

Malcolm huffs. “Careful, Hannigan. You might get exactly what you ask for.”

A sinking feeling overtakes me. I reach up and slam the mirror with my fist. “Mom! Mom!”

“It’s no use,” says Harley. “She can’t hear you.”

I step back. Ethan glances up at the mirror. He frowns before turning his focus back to my mom. I take out the book again and frantically turn the pages to find anything that can help us. I look up at my mother’s face. She’s so angry I can feel it through the glass.

I grip the book, feel the unnatural weight of it. What did we stumble into? I try to piece everything together in my head. This thing in the maze, Sarah Winthrup’s son—the entity that possessed him—is my father. Sarah has been trying to warn us, and the rogue part of the Order of Warren has been trying to bait us into coming here. It is chaos, and now, we’re all trapped. I feel like I can’t breathe. I grip my hands together in front of me so tight my nails dig into my own skin.

“We can’t stay here,” Agnes says, her colors shifting wildly. She glances at the door at the opposite end of the room.

My feet are like lead as we head to the door. Redd wraps his arms around me.

“This doesn’t change anything,” he says.

“It changes everything,” I say angrily. “You have no idea who I really am, what I’m capable of. That’s why she’s afraid of me. It’s because I’m like him.”

“No, you’re not,” says Redd. “Listen, we’re gonna argue about this after we get out of here, okay? I promise.”

He puts his hand on the door, and just then, the other door creaks open. I look back. An unnaturally tall figure materializes in the doorway. The entity has somehow condensed itself and taken on the form of something vaguely human. His face is smooth and ashen, his eyes deep-set brown orbs that shine unnaturally in the shadowy confines of the mirror room. Directly at the center of his left eye is a swirl of light brown. Just like mine.

When Redd reaches to put his hand on my shoulder, the entity lifts his arm and gives the slightest flick of his wrist. Redd shoots back like he’s been yanked away by an invisible force. He hits something in the darkened hallway behind us—hard. The sound he makes tells me he’s broken something. He moans, and I turn to run to him, but I’m snatched back, my feet dragging across the floor. I scream and kick, clawing at the air. I’m spun around, and I shut my eyes. Then I hear something akin to a sigh.

I open my eyes and find myself face-to-face with the entity. Panic wraps itself around me and screams at me to run, but I can’t move at all as I stare into the face of this creature. He is human but . . . not. His skin is broken in several places, and the bone underneath shines white. His eyes are set inside hollow sockets, the skin around them nearly black. I see myself reflected in his gaze.

“Hannigan,” he whispers. His voice crackles like it hasn’t been used in forever.

His eyes glaze over and the invisible hold on me loosens.

A tangle of tails and paws and gnashing teeth crash over me like a wave. A putrid stench invades my nose, and I stifle the vomit that rises in the back of my throat. I can’t see anything as I fall, a mass of squirming bodies wriggling out from under me as I scramble back across the floor. I find my footing and race away from the entity. Agnes and Ossie usher me through the open door. A towering mass of rats and mice rise up where the figure was. Harley slams the door shut. Redd is gasping, clutching at his ribs.

“They’re broken,” he says. “I can hardly breathe.”

I pull Redd up despite his groans and put his arm around my neck.

“Move!” I shout.

We push forward. I don’t know where to go or which way to turn. I try to run, but Redd can’t keep up.

Some of the passageways are so dark I can’t see my own hand in front of my face, but I don’t stop. Ossie grabs the back of my sweater and hangs on for dear life as we charge forward. Redd cries out in agony with every step, hisses out curse words, but keeps his legs pumping. We move deeper into the stifling darkness of the warren, where the air around us turns cold and stale. The melodies to my favorite songs invade my every thought in a rush.

I turn to Redd. “I need you to focus.”

“Sorry,” he says.

His skin is dull and his colors are muted. I know what that means, but I don’t allow myself to think about it. We come to a narrow flight of stairs that leads straight down into the ground.

Redd clings to me as we rush down the stairs, his breath coming in short, quick puffs. A thin film of sweat covers his forehead, and pain is etched in every angle of his face. At the bottom, we find ourselves in a room so cavernous I can’t see the walls.

A short way off is a shallow pool of water surrounded by a low stone enclosure. It shimmers in the darkness as if there is a light source somewhere beneath the surface. The rippling luminescence bounces off us and then fades away into the darkness. Redd collapses onto the floor. Ossie starts to cry again, and Agnes sits down several feet away from us, hugging her knees to her chest.

“What do we do?” Harley asks.

“Let me think,” I say. My mind is a blur. I don’t know what to do next. I take out the book, and Harley huffs.

“That thing can’t help us!” she shouts. “Think for a second about the monster who wrote it—what she did to her own son.” She marches up to me and tries to grab the book, but I hold it away from her.

“I know you’re scared,” I say, shielding my eyes from the ball of yellow at her chest. “We all are.”

“Scared?” Harley says the word as if it’d insulted her. “I’m not scared. I’m fucking terrified!”

I tear through the book anyway. The plans, the schematics, the alchemic instruction, the Merkleys. Harley is right. None of this is going to help us find a way out. I slam the book down on the ground. Everyone’s colors are so bright. It won’t be much longer before I’m completely overwhelmed by them. Ossie’s rats and mice obscure him almost completely now. He whimpers from inside the cocoon of vermin. They’re hurting him.

“The name,” Redd gasps. “The true name... is it... is it in the book?”

Harley shakes her head. “The true name can’t be written down,” she says. “It can’t even be spoken aloud. At least, not by someone who doesn’t comprehend its power.”

“So this is over for us?” I ask.

Harley’s gaze drops to the floor. “It’s all over.”
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Chapter 26

The little spark of hope that I had allowed myself to cling to is snuffed out by the truth of Harley’s words. We’re not getting out of here. Ever.

I give the book to Harley, and she looks over it before handing it back and slumping down onto the floor, her head in her hands.

“Nothing in that book even matters,” she says. “We’re going to be trapped in here until we die.”

It feels like nothing matters, like we’re running in circles. We sit quietly. Only Redd’s labored breathing echoes in the enormous space. I slip my hand into his, and he squeezes it. His colors are muted around the edges, but at the center are fear and sadness.

“I never should have brought us here,” I say, fighting back tears. “This is all my fault. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s... not... Moll.” Redd struggles to get the words out.

“Shh,” I say, gently touching his bloodstained lips. “Don’t talk. Save your strength.”

He reaches up and puts his hand on the side of my face. “It’s always been you,” he says. “You and me.”

And it always will be, because this is where it ends for us—in Sarah Winthrup’s labyrinth beneath the Spring Street house. Songs echo in my head as Redd slips in and out of consciousness. Waves of energy pulse out of Agnes. She reins them in, but I know she won’t be able to for much longer, not with the magic of the warren pressing in on us from all directions. Ossie sobs openly as the rats take away bigger and bigger pieces of his skin. Harley breathes deep and stares into the dark. I shut my eyes against the brightness of everyone’s colors. Maybe muting them all will be a mercy. It can all be over in a blink.

The cool, musty air turns icy, and I pull my sweater close around me. I stare into the darkened distance, where the shining lights of everyone’s colors are absent. That darkness is a reprieve. It feels like the shadows are inching closer to us.

It takes me a moment to realize that they actually are.

I sit straight up, and Redd’s eyes flutter open.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

The shadows double over on themselves, and from their darkest depths, a figure emerges. It stays just outside the dim circle of light emitted by the pool. It doesn’t make a sound, doesn’t take a breath. There will be no running this time, no hiding. We have nowhere to go, and Redd can’t move anyway. I won’t leave him. I stand up and face the shadows closing in.

“Get away from us!” Harley screams, scrambling backward, her panicked voice cutting through the unnatural silence like a knife.

The entity sweeps into the circle of light, his face a mask of serenity, much more human than before. His lips curl into a wicked smile. His eyes shine in the dark like an animal’s.

“Look... at... you,” he says as he lets his gaze sweep over me. His voice is like the lowest key on a piano, a low rumble attached to each word. It’s not human, and the unnatural timbre of it makes my skin crawl. “I... mistook you... for Hannigan.” His speech is halting and fractured.

Redd tries to sit up but groans and slumps to the side.

“Leave us alone,” I say, my voice trembling.

The entity smiles the most hideous smile. His teeth are jagged, sharp, like broken glass shards. A black liquid oozes from his lips.

“This... form... scares you,” he says. He shifts in a cloud of darkness, growing smaller until the top of his head, now covered by tight black coils cropped around his ears, is only a few inches over my own. The shape of his face changes, rearranging itself until he resembles a young man who looks very much like me. “Is... this more... comfortable for you?”

I grip the tops of my own arms to keep from shaking. “What are you?”

“That is a... very complicated question,” he says. He tilts his head to the side. “You look... so much like your... mother. I remember her face. She... is never... far from my mind.”

The tone of his voice is confusing. There’s emotion in it, but it’s not reflected in his colors. Those remain gray as slate.

“Is it true you’re my—my—”

He grits his teeth, and his eyes widen. A terrible grumble resounds in his chest. He composes himself. “You have been... kept in the dark for so long.” He narrows his gaze and I can feel him inside my head. “Wondering if... your mother resents... your power.” He is nearly panting through the words. “Thinking the... bindings are necessary. Keeping secrets... telling lies.”

“Get out of my head!” I scream.

He solidifies, looking more and more like a statue with each passing second. Then, he moves so quickly I almost lose sight of him as he reappears in another spot a few feet from where he was before.

“You have come... here,” he says. “After all this time... and yet, you do not... know my true name.”

“I don’t have it,” I say.

His eyes are bulging out of his head. Black liquid pools at the corners of his mouth and dribbles down his chin as he speaks. “What... would you do if... you had it?” he asks.

It wasn’t something I had even thought about, but I have an answer for him. “I would send you back to wherever it is you came from,” I say.

His form solidifies further, and he stands up straight. “I... would... do the same.”

He suddenly collapses, and his long, thin fingers scratch at the ground. A terrible wailing roars out of him. My heart jumps into my throat. He rears back. His face has changed its shape again. His eyes are black, his mouth hangs open. His hands, their nails long and rotting, are pressed to the sides of his head.

“Do not... give... him the... name,” he says, and I swear that for a moment, he sounds almost human.

I stumble back as the figure picks himself up off the ground. Ossie rushes to Agnes’s side, sobbing.

“Moll!” Agnes shouts.

I turn to her, and her gaze is locked on the creature. “Nathaniel is still in there! I can—I can read him! Wait until he is in his human form to give him the name! He’ll destroy the entity!”

“I don’t know the name!” I scream back at her as a high-pitched wailing fills the cavernous space. The entity and what is left of Nathaniel struggle to control what remains of his body and soul.

“Why did Sarah summon the entity?” I ask. My voice is shaky, but a growing sense of anger allows me to force the words out. I don’t want to be trapped in here with him. I want to go home.

“She wanted... what all people... who use their power... to summon inhuman creatures want,” Nathaniel gasps. “Power. She... realized too late... her mistake... her... regret.”

I can see the remnants of who Nathaniel was lingering in his eyes.

“Do... not... be afraid... ,” he says. “Of... yourself.”

His body contorts. A scream of pure agony ripples through the air. His form slides away from us and back into the darkness. I can still see his shining eyes. They have lost all their human warmth.

He turns toward Ossie, and the rats fall away from him. Every inch of him is bloody, his clothes tattered. Ossie shakes his head desperately and collapses to his knees. He reaches up and puts his hands on the sides of his head, tears streaming down his face, his eyes wide and full of terror.

“Whatever you’re doing to him, stop!” I scream.

“Why shield him from the truth?” the entity asks in an unbroken and wholly different, inhuman voice. “Let him know his own power. Let him see it and embrace what he is.”

“I—I killed them,” Ossie stammers in a whisper. “I did that. I killed them.” His eyes are wide and gleaming.

Harley tries to comfort Ossie, but he pushes her away. The entity turns to Redd, who begins to whimper and moan, his feet scraping against the floor.

“And you,” it says. “You can’t remember how you came to be at the place where you made everyone forget everything they ever knew, can you?” The entity brings its hands together and splays its unnaturally long fingers out, staring at Redd. “You’re a murderer, too. It seems most of you have that in common.”

Redd cries softly, wincing in pain with each sob.

“Stop it!” I shout as the terrible reality of what the entity, now devoid of Nathaniel’s will, is doing. It is opening us up and laying bare our deepest secrets.

The entity turns to me, and something inside me shatters. The bindings my mom had placed so carefully over the years, the knots that were tied and retied hundreds of times, come completely undone. Everything is as bright as a thousand suns. I brace for the rush of emotions, wait for them to consume me, but they don’t. With the bindings gone, I see the colors in a way I never have. They radiate outward from everyone’s chests, mingling with one another, affecting everything around them. My eyes don’t hurt. The emotions don’t overwhelm me. I feel every bit of them—all the fear, the anxiety, the sorrow—but it’s as if that’s exactly how it was always meant to be.

“Child,” the entity says, a look of awe spread across his hideous face. “Look at what you are. Monstrous.”

Agnes is at my side, shaking, sweat covering her face. She’s barely holding on to her power. I can feel it pulsing out of her. The entity is trying to break the last of her bindings, too. She’s fighting him.

“You have such an immense power.” The entity’s voice is so low it’s almost inaudible as he moves closer, his gaze fixed on Agnes. He eyes her with a wonderment and intensity that frightens me. “You had to be cut from your mother’s womb,” he says. “You were born of blood and pain. You weren’t meant to be gentle, to be tamed.” He sweeps toward Agnes and stands an arm’s length from her, leaning in, his hands folded. “Bare your teeth, Agnes. It’s what you were made to do.”

“Moll,” Redd cries out.

I glance over my shoulder. A small rectangular shaft of light appears on the wall.

A doorway.

My mom stands in the threshold. Her eyes move from me to the entity, and a bloom of anger unfolds at her chest.

The entity lets his tightly controlled exterior slip. His entire façade blurs, like a mess of watercolors all pooled together. Nathaniel’s face is recognizable in the blur.

“After all... this time,” he says. This inhuman thing with his colors the shade of ash clouds has longing in his tone.

My mom turns to me, her voice ringing out like a bell. “Run!”

Ossie rushes toward the door. He takes three leaping steps and smashes into some kind of invisible force with a sickening thud, crumpling into a heap on the floor. A low laugh rings out like the last sound of a dying echo, but it grows louder as the entity tilts his head back.

Ossie groans as he stumbles to his feet. Redd manages to pull himself up to a sitting position, though his breaths are now shallow and rattling. My heart crashes inside my chest. I lock my knees so they can’t buckle under me.

Agnes shifts to the side, and a wave of energy pulses out of her. It cuts through me like a knife, bright and scorching, unlike anything I’ve ever seen her do. I double over from the blinding pain, but I see the entity stumble back, then right himself. Agnes puts her hand on my shoulder. I look to my mother, who stands frozen in the open doorway.

“We have to get out of here!” I shout.

The entity changes his appearance again. The planes of his face shift and contort until he resembles something more dead than alive. His skin clings to his bones like wet paper over a wire frame. His eyes sink back into his head.

“Agnes, you poor, pathetic child,” he says.

Agnes doesn’t speak. She only shakes her head. Her eyes close.

“I will be free,” the entity says, its slender hands gripped into fists at its sides.

He rushes forward, reaching for my throat, but before he can touch me, Agnes shoves me back. My head hits the edge of the little stone wall surrounding the pool, and my vision doubles. Pain shoots through my temple.

The ball of energy at Agnes’s chest cracks open like an egg. I scramble to my feet, grabbing at the back of my head where the pain is most intense. When I pull my hand away, there is blood on my fingers.

Harley grabs Ossie and yanks him toward the open door. Whatever Ossie ran into is gone. My mom rushes them through the doorway. Redd is, by some miracle, on his feet. He grips my hand. I step toward Agnes.

“No!” she screams. “Don’t come any closer!”

Her colors stream out of her in thick ribbons. They reach out and coil themselves around the entity. His face twists into a mask of rage. Redd pulls me toward the door.

“What are you doing?” I pull away from him. “We have to help her!”

I break his grip and run back to Agnes, but I can’t get close enough to grab her. The energy pouring out of her is heavy, and it pushes against me. She’s letting all the things she’s held back, all the things that have been bound up, flow out of her. A rumble like thunder and white noise mixed together splits the air.

“Agnes, no!” I scream.

“Moll,” I hear her voice inside my head, clear and calm. “I need the name to destroy him! I can’t hold him for much longer!”

The entity cries out as he struggles to move toward the door. Nathaniel’s human face shifts in and out of focus.

“Moll!” my mom yells. “Baby, let’s go!”

I walk backward toward the door. I need the name. I need the true name. Why didn’t Sarah reveal it to me?

Harley, Ossie, and my mom stand in the doorway, shouting for me to join them. Redd is limping, pulling me toward the open door. There’s a gust of cold air, and Redd goes rigid. His head jerks back and his mouth opens. His colors turn gray.

“No!” I scream. “Redd! No!”

A gauzy substance spills from his throat and down his chest. It engulfs him, and he lifts his head, his gaze meeting mine. The unintelligible voice of Sarah Winthrup echoes out of him. It is the garbled recording from the EVP we captured. The part at the beginning, the part we skip each time we listen because it’s nothing but mindless humming. It’s louder now than it has ever been. Rhythmic chanting, like backward words. No—like letters.

“Give me my bag! Right now!” I scream.

Ossie hurls it at me and I dump its contents on the ground. A crack of electricity splits the room, arcing off Agnes like lightning. The hair on the backs of my arms stands up. A vibration rumbles under my feet. The water in the little pool sloshes from side to side and spills out across the floor. Redd has collapsed again, the gauzy substance retreating down his throat. I put my arm around his waist and hoist him up, dragging him until we’re by the door. My mom takes me by the arm. I wrench away from her and race back to the emptied contents of my bag.

I shove a pair of headphones down over my head and connect them to my audio recorder. I find the jump drive with the reversed recording and slot it into the device. I hit “Play” and turn the volume all the way up.

“The maze is a trap. Do not go in. Find the book.”

There is a pause. I strain to hear amid the wailing, the shouting. There is nothing. No name, just sound.

“It’s not here! It’s not here!” I scream.

An icy cold blast of air hits me, and the specter of Sarah Winthrup materializes in front of me. She’s no longer a transparent outline. She is solid and bathed in light the same way the little girl from the theater had been when she came into this world to get her father.

Sarah crouches in front of me as my heart races, my palms sweat. She puts her hands on the side of my head, over the headphones, and she presses in.

“Listen,” she says aloud.

I play the recording again, and suddenly I can hear something I couldn’t before.

“O-L-L-M-U-N.”

“Ollmun,” I say in a whisper. I turn to Agnes. “Agnes! The true name is Ollmun!”

Agnes is levitating high above the ground. Her hands are clasped tightly in front of her, her eyes closed. She is still holding something back as she holds the entity trapped in Nathaniel’s body in place. She turns her head to the side and stares at me.

The entity struggles against Agnes, and Sarah is suddenly with them in the storm. Nathaniel’s face appears in the chaos. He smiles and looks first at Sarah, who looks so mournful I can barely stand it, and then to my mom, who, with tears in her eyes, smiles back at him.

“Agnes!” Ossie yells. “Hurry!”

I turn my attention back to Agnes. A tear trickles down her cheek, and she smiles a little half-smile. She shouts the name and lets the full force of her powers flow out of her in a brilliant riot of color.

Nathaniel’s face is solid, human. “I send you back to the depths from which you came,” he growls. “You are banished. Forevermore.”
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Chapter 27

A burst of light erupts. I don’t know if I’m being pushed back or pulled forward, but I end up in a heap on the dusty basement floor of the Spring Street house, the air knocked out of me. I gasp, my chest burning from the inside. I turn over and stare back through the still-open door. Agnes is completely engulfed by the light. I can’t see any part of her or Sarah or the entity that was once Nathaniel Winthrup. A terrible scream erupts from the light. It is the sound of something monstrous being destroyed, and with it, my father. To my horror, Agnes as well.

There’s a loud crack, a ripple of light and sound that bends the air in its wake as it erupts from the room. The door slams shut, and the wall immediately solidifies, leaving no trace of where it had been.

“No! No! NO!” I pull myself up and go to the wall, slamming my fists against it. “Agnes! Agnes! Please, Agnes!”

The tears flow out of me in rivers. My mother crouches over Redd, screaming at him to wake up. He’s lost consciousness again. I can tell she’s yelling by the way the vein pulses in her neck, by the way her mouth twists open, by the yellow ball at her chest. But I can’t hear her. I can’t hear anything except my own heartbeat.

Ossie clings to Harley as the rodents scurry away from him. The ringing in my ears ebbs, and my mom’s frantic voice fills my head.

She takes me by the shoulders, shaking me. “Moll! Baby, are you okay? Moll!”

She folds me up in her arms. Over her shoulder, I see Ethan standing against the wall, his hand pressed over a gushing cut in his lip. I break from my mom’s embrace and will his colors to a piss-yellow shade of fear. He doesn’t have time to put up his defenses. Without my mom’s bindings, my power has grown exponentially. I can wield it so easily now that it only takes a simple thought. I prepare to sink that ball of energy right into his chest and turn it gray forever.

“Wait,” my mom says. “Wait a minute.”

She puts her hand on my back, and I ease up, but only slightly. I envision his colors fading to gray, to nothingness, and right before my eyes they start to change. I don’t have to wait for the tingly feeling to run up my back. All I have to do is think. This is the feeling that was hiding behind the bindings—ultimate control. And now I have a choice to make. Do I kill him and be the thing I feared I would become, or do I pick a different path?

Ethan falls to his knees, clutching at his chest, gasping for breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice. You don’t understand.”

My mom eyes me carefully. Ethan looks at her, his gaze pleading.

“He helped me get away from Malcolm,” my mom tells me. “He went to make a call, and then he helped me escape.”

In my head, I see myself pushing the ball of yellow into his chest, and Ethan lets out a cry of pure agony that snaps me out of my rage.

“The Order of Warren,” Ethan sputters. “You don’t turn away from them. You have no idea what they’re capable of, what they can do.”

“I know what they can do,” my mom snaps. “I’ve seen it.”

“Where’s Malcolm?” I ask.

“Right here.” Malcolm’s voice cuts through the air. He walks toward us from the direction of the stairs, a gun in his outstretched hand.

My mom steps in front of me. Harley pushes Ossie back against the wall. Redd lies motionless on the floor, but his colors aren’t gray. Not yet.

“We can still fix this,” Malcolm says. “It’s not too late. We can open the door. You can go back and—”

“Nathaniel is dead,” I say. “We have the true name. The entity is gone thanks to—to...” I can’t say her name. An ache grips my chest. Agnes.

“What?” Malcolm asks. He’s genuinely surprised. He stands with his mouth hanging open.

A rat the size of a small cat runs up Malcolm’s leg and bites him hard on the thigh. As he cries out, another dozen rats scurry in and swarm his arm. He drops the gun, kicking at the rats.

His colors are yellow and red—fear and anger. I will them to a slate gray, leaving only a small circle of color at the very center. Malcolm collapses, clutching at his chest.

“You can’t understand,” he gasps. “The Order has spent over a hundred years in preparation for this. We were going to set Nathaniel free! He would have been under our control!”

“You think you could control him?” my mom asks. “He would never allow it.”

“Shut up!” Malcolm snaps.

My mom suddenly falls forward. Ethan had managed to sneak up on her, and now the two of them are scrambling for the gun. Ethan lunges, and Malcolm tries to get up but I kick him hard in the back. He crumples to the floor.

A red-hot anger courses through me. I turn to my mom. Her eyes are wide with fear as Ethan retakes the gun and points it at Ossie.

“Get back!” Ethan shouts. “You might be able to kill me, but not before I get him.”

I shrink back. My mom, Ossie, Harley, and I have our backs to the stairs while Malcolm moves to Ethan’s side. They don’t see Redd is lying against the wall where the door had been—with the vial of Merkley blood in his hand.

“This is over,” Malcolm says, having seemingly reforged his alliance with Ethan. There is no honor among assholes, I guess.

“You cowards!” my mom shouts. “Both of you!”

Redd struggles to paint the blood on the wall, but he manages. The outline of the door appears in the wall again. Light streams in around the edges, white blue and blinding. It illuminates the basement. Malcolm and Ethan turn in astonishment.

The door is fully formed now, and Malcolm is reaching for the handle when someone appears in the room with us.

The dark silhouette stands motionless.

The ball of emotion at her chest is stone gray with little flecks of silver in it.

I stare at the figure as it comes into focus, and I realize who it is.

Agnes.

For the first time in my life, I can see the hazy outline of my own colors as they shift in my chest—the bright blue hues of grief, the ache of mourning. My mom sighs, and tears roll down her face.

“Moll.” I hear Agnes’s voice in my head. I look up, and Agnes is there, clear and vibrant and smiling.

Smiling.

Agnes reaches out and opens her hand. I reach for her and am met with only the icy cold air. She looks down at Ossie and smiles.

She turns and walks toward Malcolm and Ethan, who are distracted by the open door. As they turn around, with one quick movement, Agnes shoves them into the open doorway and they disappear. The door slams shut, sending a shudder through the room.

We stand in silence as Agnes comes back over to where we all huddle together.

“Go.” I hear Agnes’s voice in my head again. “Get away from here and don’t ever come back.”

I nod, struggling to see through the tears.

Agnes’s specter vanishes.
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My mom gets us to the emergency room in seven minutes flat. I jump out before the car comes to a full stop and get the attention of a nurse, who helps us get Redd and Ossie on gurneys and wheeled in. A nurse checks me in, too, and stitches the large cut in the back of my head closed. They tend to Ossie’s ravaged skin with stitches and salves, but luckily most of the many, many bites he sustained from the rats were superficial. They make us wait for hours in a stuffy room with a TV that only shows the news while they continue to attend to Redd. My mom puts her arms around me and Ossie, and Harley goes to find us some warm blankets.

Hours pass, and nurses keep coming in and telling us we should be hearing from the doctor soon. With each passing moment I’m more and more afraid that Redd’s injuries are worse than I thought. When the doctor finally comes in, she tells us Redd is in stable condition but they’ve had to insert a chest tube to help drain the fluid from around his collapsed lung. He also has a concussion.

“And do you know who Agnes is?” the doctor asks.

I wonder if my face shows any hint of the numbing pain I feel when she says her name. My mom only nods.

“It’s typical for people to become disoriented with these types of injuries,” the doctor said. “He’s been talking to someone named Agnes, but there’s no one in the room with him. Does he have a history of hallucinations?”

“No,” my mom says. She casts a knowing glance in my direction.

It’s not a hallucination. She’s there. She’s letting him know what happened, that we’re here, probably telling him that things will be okay.

“Can we see him?” I ask.

“Of course,” the doctor says. “One at a time, though. Come with me, and I’ll take you back.”

My mom nods to me, letting me know it’s okay that I go first. I follow the doctor back to Redd’s room.

Redd lies in a bed, his eyes closed, tubes and wires snaking out from under the blankets. A monitor beeps steadily. Saline drips from a bag into an IV in his arm. His colors are a swirling mass of watery blue hues.

I sit in a chair by Redd’s bed and slip my hand into his. He squeezes it and turns to look at me with tears in his eyes. His heartbeat speeds up, and the monitor beeps faster.

“You have to calm down or they’re going to kick me out,” I say.

“Agnes,” he says.

I hang my head. “I know. I—I can’t—I don’t know how—” My throat tightens up, and the ache in the pit of my stomach leaves me breathless. The sadness is like an anchor in my chest, pinning me down.

“She’s not gone,” says Redd, his voice choked with emotion. “She was right here. She told me it was going to be okay, but how? How, Moll?” He groans, more from sorrow than from the pain, and readjusts himself in the bed. “How’s Hannigan holding up?”

I wipe my eyes. “Not good. Everyone is upset.”

He takes my hand. “Thank you for getting me out of that place.”

“Of course,” I say.

“And where’s that little shit Ethan?” His heart speeds up again.

I lower my voice and lean in close to him. “Agnes knocked him and Malcolm into the warren.”

Redd blinks repeatedly. “I must have passed out, because I missed that part.” He sighs. “So Nathaniel is gone, but the Order, they still have people out there somewhere, don’t they?”

I nod. “And the warren is still there. It probably always will be.”

“Do you think the Order is still a threat to us?” he asks.

“I don’t think so. Not right now, anyway.”

I rest my head in my hands. “That thing in the warren was my father. He was a monster. At least, part of him was. That means I’m some kind of monster, too, right?”

Redd winces as he leans over and pulls me close to him. “You’re still you. Nothing has changed. You hear me? Nothing.”

He’s wrong. Everything has changed, but I don’t know what that means for us now. I move to pull away from Redd, but he holds me close, slipping his hand gently under my chin and bringing my lips to his. The mind-numbing sadness eases for this single moment. I don’t want him to stop because I know that when he pulls away, the sorrow will come crashing over me. The doctor pokes her head into the room. It’s time for me to leave.

Redd shakes his head. “My timing is terrible, I know. I should have kissed you a long time ago.”

“Yeah, you should have.” I force a quick smile and squeeze his hand.

“When you get home, go in my room and look in the yellow folder on my desk,” he says.

“Okay,” I say. I kiss him gently on the forehead and go to find my mom.

After she visits with Redd, she talks to the police, making sure to leave out anything about the Order, or the warren, or Agnes. The officers are suspicious, but they suddenly become incredibly afraid of something and leave the hospital in hysterics.

When we get home, I go straight up to Redd’s room to look in the yellow folder. In it is a sketch of Agnes. She’s smiling, her warm brown eyes staring back at me. I take it to my room and sit on my bed.

Redd’s words echo in my mind. She isn’t really gone—I know that better than anyone—but it doesn’t make things any easier. I go to sleep and hope that, in the morning, there will be less tears.
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Chapter 28

The police conclude that Malcolm and Ethan were stalking my family. They chalk it up to them being delusional and advise us to take precautions because neither Ethan nor Malcolm can be located. We nod politely and promise to lock our doors and report any suspicious activity, knowing good and well that both men will probably never emerge from the warren alive.

Over the next several weeks, after Redd is mostly healed and settled back at home, the police come to talk to us over and over again, but they always get confused and distracted, like they can’t think in a straight line. After a while they stop coming around altogether, and we try to find a way to move forward.

Harley is reunited with her family, and Ruby messages me to tell me how happy she is that her friend is back. I meet them for coffee almost every weekend and am happy to know that I have a friend in both of them. I ask Harley to take care to hide her identity if possible. Being a Merkley while the warren still exists is a dangerous thing. Harley thinks the remaining members of the Order of Warren have gone underground to regroup, and as a result, Alister’s is permanently closed. A high fence with a security gate goes up around it. What happened there never leaves my mind.

Redd and Ossie both struggle with what had been revealed to them in the warren. Redd has always searched for answers about his past, and while he doesn’t share all of what he learned, he knows now that his mother died in an accident that may have been his fault and that his father fled with his younger sister. I tell him I’ll help him find them, if that’s what he wants, but for right now he’s not sure.

Ossie’s memories are worse, but my mom decides against messing around in his head again. She has to let him sit in the pain, to feel it, and then work through it. It’s the most heartbreaking thing I’ve ever seen. But he makes progress, and we take every opportunity to let him know we’re by his side no matter what, that we love him, and that what happened wasn’t his fault.

My mom agrees to let us continue our investigative work as long as she’s involved. I’m happy to have her with us, and she puts an end to binding our power altogether. A part of me knows that she couldn’t do it now, even if she wanted to. All of us now wield our power with ease. I don’t think any of us could have imagined that the act of suppressing our abilities was to blame for all the anxiety and worry around them. Once we let go, everything became clearer. We have all been changed by our time in the warren, by our encounter with the entity that was once Sarah Winthrup’s son, my father, Nathaniel, and I think in some ways we are better for it.

My mom tells me how she was drawn to the rogue arm of the Order as a young woman. She thought they cared about her, respected her talents, but really they were self-serving and dangerous. When she speaks of her time in the warren, she is much more vague. She doesn’t know how long she stayed there. She tells me she thinks it could have been as long as a month but she can’t be sure. She says that the entity was with her every moment, filling her head with visions of the future, one in which he was free. The part of Nathaniel that remained wanted her to stay. She thought she loved him, and I believe that whatever was left of Nathaniel Winthrup in that dark, cold place cared deeply for my mom and for me in his own, terrifying way.

My mom also shares that when she escaped, she fully intended to help Nathaniel discover his true name so that he could rid himself of the entity, but after I was born—after I began to show my own power—she knew she couldn’t risk my safety by continuing the search. She’s shaken by the experience and so am I, but I know that we’ll get through it. She doesn’t have to keep these things from me anymore.

I go back to Rosetta’s with Redd and Ossie, and we help her clean out her attic, turning it into a media room for her residents. I hook up a smart TV for them, and when they realize they can watch reruns of Night Court on YouTube, they shower me with candies wrapped in strawberry-print paper and crisp one-dollar bills with instructions not to spend it all in one place.

I have to break my promise to Rosetta about returning Sarah’s part of the book, though. It’s too dangerous to hand back to her, but being the person she is, she doesn’t ask questions. She just tells me I need to come by and have a slice of pie whenever I get the chance.

Penelope is laid to rest in a small cemetery south of the city. The investigation into her death remains open. We know the Order is behind it, but the police aren’t equipped to deal with the reality of what happened to her. I take a little comfort in knowing Ethan and Malcolm are paying for what they did in the most terrible way imaginable.

Agnes doesn’t come around at all. I don’t feel her presence, and I wonder if she’s gone on to something bigger and better. A part of me hopes that’s true, but there’s another part of me that looks for a sign from her every time I get the chance. Whenever I check an EVP playback or review static cam footage, a part of me hopes I’ll see her face or hear her voice.

One night, in the middle of December, it snows. Just an inch or two, but the city shuts down. My mom almost fights some lady at Trader Joe’s over the last gallon of milk and a loaf of bread. We all stay home, watching TV and drinking hot chocolate.

I sit with Mr. C in my lap while Redd makes dinner. Ossie takes on the job of decorating the Christmas tree, and it looks less like a tree and more like a giant pile of sparkly, twinkling trash.

“How’s it look?” Ossie asks.

“It’s... nice!”

Ossie scowls. “You’re a lying liar who lies. It’s okay, though. You’re already on the naughty list this year.”

“If I’m on there, you’re on there,” I say.

“Maybe,” Ossie says as he flings another handful of tinsel at the tree. From inside the tangle of lights and branches, there’s a faint squeaking noise.

“Ossie,” I say. “Please tell me you don’t have one of your friends in there.”

“They celebrate Christmas, too,” he says, grinning.

“Dinner’s ready in five,” Redd calls.

My mom comes upstairs from the basement and kisses me on the head before disappearing into the kitchen. Everyone is occupied, so I take a minute to run up to my room and take a breather. I grab my laptop and sit down on my bed, looking up at the picture of me and Agnes that Redd drew.

“Look at us,” I say aloud.

I open a post I’ve been working on for The Oculus.


What Comes After

December 2026


What comes after? When I say after, what I mean is after death, after loss, after learning the truth. There are a lot of different answers to this question, depending on what you believe, what you’ve experienced, but one thing is true for all of us—it’s that life is what happens after loss, after death, after lies. Life goes on. And sometimes it’s hard to understand how that can be. Why do we have to get up and go to class or to work and make dinner and pretend like everything is fine when it’s not? Time keeps ticking by, but even the time is changed. The minutes feel like hours, the days like months.

Sometimes I feel like I’m just going through the motions. Inside, I am broken in a way that can never really be fixed. I am having to relearn how to breathe, how to feel anything other than loss and sadness. It doesn’t make sense to me that the world is still spinning.

Just watching a show or reading a book can bring on an ache in the pit of my stomach. I am learning that grief isn’t a sink-or-swim type of thing. It is more like being in the ocean, treading water, then having a wave crash over me, only to be picked up by the current and ferried away to someplace else. I am pretty sure the people who say time heals all wounds are liars.



It’s too personal and feels more like a diary entry. But a lot of people are drawn to the paranormal because of loss. Maybe I’ll post it. Maybe not.

I put my laptop back on my desk and sit down on my bed. The room feels too close, like the walls are pressing in. I’ve spent so much time crying my eyes out in this room that it’s like my sadness hangs in the air. It’s stifling and heavy and I hate it.

A rustling draws my attention up. A big plastic cup I keep all my pens and pencils in tips over, spilling its contents out across my desk. An EVP recorder I rebuilt and modified to include a miniaturized parabolic listening device sits on the edge of my desk. I built it to be able to pick up the slightest sound even at a distance during our investigations. The little red light on its side blinks.

It’s recording.

I stand in the middle of my room. The temperature plummets. I can feel the cold in every inch of my skin. My heart trips into a furious rhythm.

“Agnes,” I say in a whisper.

Please. Please let it be her.

The light flickers again. I pick up the EVP meter with trembling hands and hold it out in front of me.

“Agnes, is that you?” I ask.

Redd appears in my doorway. He glances at the EVP meter, and a little smile flickers across his lips.

“It’s Agnes!” I say excitedly as the red light flashes again.

Redd comes in and stands silently.

“Agnes, we miss you,” I say, fighting back tears. “I’d do anything to hear your voice again.”

The monitor on my laptop lights up. I glance at Redd, and we rush to my desk. I connect the EVP meter to my laptop so that we can playback the audio in real time. Redd turns the speakers all the way up. My mom and Ossie crowd the doorway.

“I thought I heard... ,” my mom begins. She’s interrupted by a familiar voice from the speakers.

“You don’t have to miss me. I’m right here.”

“Agnes!” I scream.

“Find the key and open the door,” Agnes’s voice echoes.

“Riddles, Agnes?” I ask through a torrent of tears and a kind of happiness I haven’t felt in what feels like forever. “What does that even mean?”

“Kidding.” Agnes’s laugh is audible even without the EVP playback.

My mom chuckles as tears stand in her eyes.

“I’m always with you. Always.”

Redd lets the tears fall as he and Ossie hold tight to each other. My mom puts her hand on my shoulder.

“I love you all,” Agnes says. “I get to take that with me.”

“You’re gonna leave for good?” Ossie asks.

“One day,” Agnes says. “But right now, I’m planning on haunting all of you for the foreseeable future.” I hear her sigh. “Ossie. You can’t keep that thing in the house.”

“Hey!” Ossie says through tears and sniffles. “No fair spying on me!”

Redd glares at Ossie. “Can’t keep what thing in the house?”

“His rat king,” Agnes says.

Redd doesn’t even blink. He just moves next to me and grabs my hand. “I don’t even want to know. Don’t tell me.”

We all laugh, and a sense of calm I am wholly not used to settles over me. I look to my mom, to Redd, to Ossie. They feel it, too. Their colors are threads of black, blue, and best of all... green. Things are different now. They always will be, but this is what normal looks like for us.

The light on the EVP meter flickers off. The drawing of me and Agnes I had pinned to the wall flies off and floats down like a feather on a breeze. I open my hand, and it lands in my palm. A swath of warm air wraps itself around me.
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