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			 1

			The ghost had been with Sadie for as long as she could remember.

			When she got an American Girl doll from her cousin at her fifth birthday party and the candles blew themselves out.

			When she was invited to her first sleepover in third grade and the projector playing the in-class movie short-circuited.

			When the boy next to her on the bleachers hugged her at their elementary school graduation and the gym doors banged open, filling the whole place with air too cold for a late-May afternoon.

			The ghost had been with her every day she spent with Anna, too.

			If Sadie had understood how strong it had grown by then, maybe she never would have let herself have a best friend in the first place. Maybe Anna would still be alive.

			But she wasn’t. And that’s what Sadie was thinking about, sitting at her desk in social studies, when a nervous-looking sixth grader arrived with a note from the office.

			That the only friend she’d ever had was dead. And it was all her fault.

			“Sadie,” her teacher said. “Counselor.”

			Eighteen pairs of eyes swiveled to fix on Sadie. Someone giggled. She felt her cheeks go red as she closed her notebook.

			Most kids in her position would worry this might mess up their chances of making friends at a new school. Sadie worried about the opposite. That someone would notice her because of this. That they’d decide she was worth talking to. Inviting somewhere. That it would all start over again.

			“Bring a pass when you come back!” Mr. Miller called before the door closed and left Sadie standing in the silent hallway.

			On the way to the counselor’s office, she considered making a run for it. Walking home, or waiting the next hour and a half out in the nurse’s office. Counselors were the worst—and she’d seen enough of them to know. But skipping class would worry her dad, and worried dads tended to schedule more counselor appointments.

			Or worse, therapist appointments.

			Or worse, child psychologist appointments.

			So Corfield Middle School’s Mrs. Fitz—as the cheerful nameplate on her office door read—was the lesser of many evils. And choosing the lesser evil was another thing Sadie knew all too much about.

			The door to Mrs. Fitz’s office was closed, and there was another girl in the waiting room. Sadie had seen her around school—she was hard to miss with her bubble-gum-pink hair and bright-colored clothes. Her face was pixie-like above the book she was reading. A little mischievous.

			Today the girl wore bright red pants covered with patches and sparkly purple sneakers—an outfit that said she didn’t mind standing out.

			Sadie, on the other hand, had dressed specifically not to be noticed. Faded jeans. A plain, long-sleeved white T-shirt. Her hair had always been dull. Regular old brown, not quite wavy, not quite straight. Her mom had been Mexican—she’d left before Sadie started kindergarten, and her dad never really talked about why. Sadie hadn’t gotten the chance to inherit much from her, and it seemed like even her body knew it. Her skin was more like her dad’s. Pale-ish and freckled-ish. Nothing that would inspire flowery adjectives.

			Only her shoes had any character, and that was because she had doodled all over them before her decision to become invisible.

			Across the room, the other girl lowered her book. “I like your shoes!” she said.

			“Thanks.” Monosyllables. No eye contact. This was how Sadie kept the ghost at bay.

			“What are you in for?” the girl asked, undeterred.

			If Sadie hadn’t been through all this before, she might have been tempted to sit closer. Make a joke about Mr. Miller’s obsession with hall passes, or how small and nervous the sixth graders looked.

			But she knew how the ghost felt about friendships. Even potential ones. So Sadie shrugged in response, her arms crossed over her chest.

			“My summons wasn’t specific, either,” the girl said. She held up her note and smiled. “I’m hoping it’s a trick, and they’ll tell me the principal is a vampire or something. Maybe they’ll give me a wooden stake and ask me to lead the rebellion.”

			This was such a surprising answer that Sadie giggled without thinking. A small sound. Quiet, and stifled immediately.

			It was enough. First, there was a hissing in her ears. Like wind stirring leaves on a deserted street at nighttime. The air went cold, raising goose bumps on Sadie’s arms.

			Above them, a fluorescent bulb that had been steadily humming a moment before began to buzz like an electric meat knife. The light flickered. A weird, staccato pattern.

			Then came the worst part. The feeling, crawling like icy fingers across her skin, that she was being watched. And that whoever was doing the watching didn’t like what they saw…

			Sadie’s body seized up. Run, said every one of her buzzing, jangling nerves. She had to make sure this girl didn’t meet the same fate as—

			“Sadie?” The sound of her name coincided with the opening of the office door. Mrs. Fitz’s curly red hair and too-wide smile filled the doorway. “Come in! And, Charlotte, hang tight—I want to talk to you about your club snacks shortly.”

			“Aye, aye, Captain,” the girl said with a salute.

			Sadie slowly got to her feet, noting the steady light now coming from the lamp. The temperature returning to normal. She was clammy, covered in goose bumps, and vaguely nauseated, but everyone was alive. That was something.

			She followed Mrs. Fitz inside.

			Sadie remembered the counselor’s office from her first-day visit last month. The couch facing the desk, the sunny student artwork hanging on the walls. Mrs. Fitz’s perma-smile and her sweatshirt with cute little animals on it.

			The main difference was that this time Sadie and Mrs. Fitz weren’t alone in the office. Perched awkwardly on the couch in an outfit that said “this is my work lunch break” was Sadie’s father.

			Sadie’s dad worked in billing for the local hospital. He ate at the cafeteria when he got a lunch break at all. So this wasn’t a casual check-in. It was an intervention.

			“Have a seat, Sadie,” Mrs. Fitz said. She settled behind her desk as Sadie sat on the opposite end of the couch.

			Would Mrs. Fitz make something of that? Sadie wondered. The fact that she hadn’t sat close to her dad? This was why she hated these kinds of things. When you were already “troubled,” adults were always looking for evidence that things were worse than they seemed. Every word, every action was under a microscope as they rooted around for the broken thing inside you messing everything up.

			“Hey, kiddo,” her dad said. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Sorry about all this, I just—”

			Mrs. Fitz cut in: “We just thought we’d all sit down for a little check-in.” She cast a meaningful look at Sadie’s dad. “You’ve been here about a month, Sadie. Why don’t you tell us how you think things are going?”

			“Like…at school?” Sadie asked. She had seen too many counselors to give away any more than she was being forced to.

			“At school, at home, whatever you want to share with us.”

			“It’s been fine,” Sadie said. “I’m keeping up on my homework.”

			“Great!” Mrs. Fitz said. “And what about the kids in your classes? Have they been welcoming? I know it can be hard, starting at a new school.”

			“Everyone’s fine,” Sadie said with a shrug. Inside, she felt like a rubber band. Stretching until the moment before it snapped and left a big red welt on the back of your thumb.

			“I’m glad to hear that,” Mrs. Fitz said. Sadie’s dad stayed quiet on her other side.

			The rubber band stretched some more in the awkward silence that followed.

			Any minute now.

			“Well, Sadie, I called your dad here today because some of your teachers have noticed you don’t seem to have made many social connections here at Corfield. We know having a community of peers and friends can be a really important part of succeeding at a new school, so we wanted to talk to you about how we can support you with that goal in mind.”

			Sadie refused to meet Mrs. Fitz’s eyes. She glowered at her dad instead.

			“It’s not a big deal,” Sadie said when it became clear he didn’t intend to rescue her. “I’m new. I came in the middle of a semester. People already have their groups and stuff.”

			“Of course, the adjustment can be difficult,” Mrs. Fitz said. “But your teachers have noticed that you seem to go out of your way to avoid social connections. Even with students who approach you. That’s what’s concerning us.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m just, like, shy, I guess. But I’ll try harder to make friends. Is that all?”

			For the first time since she’d entered the room, Sadie’s dad looked at her. “I know it’s hard,” he said. “After everything that happened at your old school. It might feel…disloyal to make a new friend after Anna.”

			The sound of her name snapped Sadie’s rubber band at last. Images came back to her in a rush: Anna, shoving a whole handful of cheesy popcorn in her mouth. Anna, racing ahead of Sadie on the bike path, singing at the top of her lungs.

			Anna, on the last day Sadie ever saw her, hurt in her eyes and—

			But she couldn’t think about that day. She never wanted to think about it again. So, like she had a hundred times before, Sadie forced the memories out. She focused on her heartbeat, and the sound of the air conditioner, and the lopsided sun staring at her from a painting on the wall.

			“It isn’t about her,” Sadie said when she had gotten herself under control. “I’ve just been focusing on school. Trying to catch up. I’ll make more of an effort, I promise.”

			The pitying eyes of her dad and Mrs. Fitz said they didn’t believe her. That this wasn’t over.

			“When you lose someone, it can be hard not to worry that getting close to someone new might mean getting hurt again,” Mrs. Fitz said gently. “Or you may feel guilty that you’re living your life, making new friends, finding joy when the person you lost can’t be here to experience it with you.”

			“It’s not that, either,” Sadie said forcefully. This time, it was the truth. She didn’t feel guilty because Anna wasn’t here to experience life. She felt guilty because she had ignored the ghost. Because the ghost had killed Anna. She felt guilty because she was guilty.

			“We just want you to be happy,” her dad said. “Maybe I was wrong not to get you a new therapist when we moved from Arizona. I really think you might benefit from a little more—”

			“No,” Sadie said. She got to her feet. “It’s fine. I’m good. All fixed. I’ll make friends, okay? Just give me one more chance.”

			The truth was, she wasn’t fine. She missed Arizona every day. She didn’t want to live in stupid flat southern Idaho in this weird small town where her father had grown up. Where her parents had met.

			Her dad had talked cheerfully about “moving home” as they packed up their house in the desert. But this wasn’t Sadie’s home, even if she’d been born here. They’d moved for her mom’s job when she was only a baby. Arizona was the only real home Sadie had ever had.

			She didn’t want to be a thousand miles from the last place she’d known her mother. The last place she’d seen Anna alive…

			But what she didn’t want even more than that was to spend three days a week talking about her problems to a too-cheerful stranger. Not when she couldn’t ever tell the truth about the worst problem of all.

			Not when all she wanted to do was make sure nothing bad ever happened again.

			Her dad seemed reluctant to agree, but Mrs. Fitz got to her feet, too. “I actually just had a wonderful idea,” she said.

			Sadie and her dad looked at the counselor with matching suspicious expressions.

			“Charlotte!” Mrs. Fitz called. “Can you come in here?”

			Panic rose again in Sadie’s throat, but there was nothing to do. Nowhere to run without looking even more “troubled” than they already believed she was. So she just watched in horror as the door opened and the waiting-room girl with her bubble-gum hair bounced inside.

			“Sadie Rivera, meet Charlotte Prewitt,” said Mrs. Fitz.

			“We’ve already met!” Charlotte said. “Well, sort of. Hi, Sadie!”

			With her dad and Mrs. Fitz both watching for signs of antisocial behavior, Sadie gave her a strained smile. “Hey, Charlotte.”

			“Charlotte’s here to talk about special permission to have snacks in the library during her after-school graphic novel club,” Mrs. Fitz explained. “And Sadie here wants to get more involved in the Corfield social scene. Are you all thinking what I’m thinking?”

			Charlotte turned to Sadie. “Do you like graphic novels?”

			Sadie was sure her smile looked more like a grimace by now. “I’ve…never really read one”—her dad’s brow furrowed—“but they seem cool.”

			“A lot of our members were pretty new to the scene when they joined,” said Charlotte. “And we’re always looking for more people! We meet Tuesdays and Thursdays, so the next one is tomorrow if you want to come check it out!”

			Every muscle in Sadie’s body was tense. She felt cold all through. She couldn’t even laugh at this girl’s joke without the lights going out. What would happen if she accepted an invitation to her club?

			I don’t want to join, she thought desperately. It’s just to get them off my back. It doesn’t mean anything. “Sure,” Sadie said through gritted teeth. “Tomorrow it is.”

			Whether the ghost had understood her plea or not, the lights stayed on.
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			It wasn’t hard to avoid Charlotte the next day—her teal corduroy pants and bright yellow sweater were probably visible from space. The hard part was ignoring how lonely Sadie felt ducking into the bathroom or around the corner every time she saw her coming.

			All month, Sadie had slid through school in a blur, never letting anyone fully come into focus. Now Charlotte was right there, and it was more obvious than ever what Sadie was missing out on. She imagined asking Charlotte where she got her clothes, or how hard it had been to convince her parents to let her dye her hair.

			She imagined talking about missing Arizona, and how she felt bad for worrying her dad, and how she sometimes wondered where her mom was at that moment.

			But of course, she couldn’t. And imagining it only made that reality harder to bear.

			It was almost lunchtime before Charlotte caught sight of Sadie. Their lockers were across the hall from each other’s, and Charlotte was leaning on hers talking to a tall kid with a magenta ponytail. She laughed at something they said. A cute laugh. Like if bubbles were a sound.

			Sadie hesitated for a moment, and it was long enough to be spotted.

			“Sadie, hey!” Charlotte waved, tugging her friend over. “This is Cory. They’re in the graphic novel club, too!”

			“Cool,” Sadie said, eyes darting to every light fixture. “Well, I—”

			“We were just heading to lunch,” Charlotte said, looping her arm through Sadie’s before she could protest. “Walk to the cafeteria with us?”

			“I can’t,” Sadie blurted out before Charlotte could even finish. She pulled her arm free. “I gotta go to the office, get an absence excused.”

			Once again, Charlotte seemed unbothered by Sadie’s abrupt attitude. She just smiled one of those take-over-your-whole-face smiles and said, “No problem! See you after school. We’ll be the ones swooning over werewolves—you can’t miss us.”

			Sadie’s skin prickled. At the end of the hall, the door to the courtyard blew open and banged against the wall. Cory shivered in their purple zip-up hoodie.

			“See you there,” Sadie mumbled as they headed for the cafeteria, totally unaware of the danger they’d just been in.

			She glowered at the door when they were gone, which had closed itself again. This was going to be harder than she thought.
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			All through the rest of school, Sadie dreaded the end-of-day bell. Visions of everything that could go wrong danced in front of her earth science experiment, jumbled up her math answers.

			What if she accidentally smiled too brightly? Or sat too close to someone? What if there were only five people there and it was really weird and obvious that she was being distant and refusing to look anyone in the eye?

			By the last period, she had convinced herself that joining this club was a horrible mistake. She would just sneak away after school, tell her dad the meeting had been canceled, figure out another way to convince him she was normal now…

			But just as Sadie’s resolve was solidifying, Mrs. Fitz passed her in the hall. “Hi, Sadie!” she said with an embarrassing amount of enthusiasm.

			Sadie made a noncommittal sound in reply.

			“Hope you’re doing well today,” Mrs. Fitz continued. “Come by my office anytime you want to talk!”

			After a half-hearted thank-you, Sadie was forced to face the truth: she had no choice but to attend graphic novel club, regardless of the risks. If her dad saw even a hint of evidence that she was isolating herself again, this was what she’d have to look forward to.

			So Sadie tried her best to plan for what would happen after school. To remember all the things that had ever triggered the ghost so she could make sure to avoid them. By the time she reached the double doors to the library after school, she was prepared for anything.

			“Sadie, over here!”

			Charlotte stood at the head of a long, rectangular table covered in bowls of chips, sleeves of cookies, and a lot of graphic novels. A knot in Sadie’s chest eased as she approached. There were at least fifteen other kids here. Plenty to get lost in the crowd.

			“Hey, y’all, I want you to meet Sadie Rivera. She’s new at Corfield. Welcome to the GNC, Sadie!”

			A few of the kids looked up, waved, smiled.

			“Hey, everyone,” Sadie said nervously, holding up a hand of her own. She held her breath, waiting for a flickering light or a draft.

			“So this is it!” Charlotte said, gesturing to the snacks and the kids and the books. “It’s a pretty chill club, honestly. We mostly just hang out and read and talk about how awesome graphic novels are. Sometimes if there’s something new out we’ll all read together and discuss. Sometimes we write impassioned letters to the librarian about stocking more new releases.”

			Sadie just nodded. She couldn’t imagine writing an impassioned letter, but she figured she could probably avoid that part.

			“I always suggest people start with the Lumberjanes series,” Charlotte continued. “We’ve all read them, so plenty of people to talk ships with.” She smiled again, sliding Volume 1: Beware the Kitten Holy toward Sadie.

			She nodded her thanks, settling in as far from Charlotte as possible and grabbing a cookie.

			So far, so good.

			At first, Sadie just watched, trying to get the lay of the land. Some kids had broken off into groups of two or three and were talking animatedly about characters Sadie had never heard of, but there were plenty of people just sitting and reading to themselves.

			Sadie picked up the book Charlotte had recommended and did her best to look so enthralled that she didn’t have to worry about anyone talking to her. It wasn’t hard—the story was pretty cool. All about a summer camp for butt-kicking, monster-hunting teenage girls.

			But as she read on, the friendship between the five girls deepened. It was hard not to compare their lives to her own.

			“Do you like it?” asked the girl next to her after a half hour or so. Her hair was jet black, swooping into her eyes. She wore a jean jacket covered with pins—including one of the very kitten Sadie was reading about.

			Sadie wanted to say she loved the story. To ask the girl if she seemed more like an April or a Molly. To speculate about what it would be like to hunt monsters instead of reading about them…

			Instead, she just nodded, casting her eyes back down to the page.

			The real monsters, she knew, weren’t nearly as fun to defeat as the fictional ones.
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			Sadie attended another meeting of the GNC without issue. She finished the Lumberjanes series and started on another. There were enough introverts in the club that her silent reading routine didn’t raise any alarms.

			Despite her fears, the faces of the club members began to drift out of focus, just like the rest of her classmates. It was a lonely existence, but no lonelier than it had been before her meeting with Mrs. Fitz. And as an added bonus, her dad hadn’t mentioned therapy again since she joined.

			Sadie was left alone with her secrets, no one’s life was in jeopardy, everything was just fine. Until it wasn’t.

			She arrived early to her third GNC meeting with Beetle & the Hollowbones tucked under her arm. If she snuck in before everyone else, Sadie reasoned, she could get a seat at the quiet end of the table. Preferably one at least partially hidden behind the chip bowl.

			But she wasn’t the first to arrive.

			Charlotte was sitting at the designated club table. And she was crying.

			Sadie froze between the nonfiction and poetry shelves. Had Charlotte already seen her? Could Sadie sneak away and hope someone better equipped to comfort her showed up soon?

			“Sadie, hey,” Charlotte said. She wiped her eyes. “Sorry about all this.”

			“Are you okay?” Sadie asked automatically. She stepped toward Charlotte, who sniffed, her eyes welling up again.

			“I’m…Yeah. I just found out last night my parents are getting a divorce.” She took a deep breath, then blew it out noisily. “Wow, I haven’t said that out loud to anyone yet.”

			Sadie sat in the chair next to Charlotte. For the moment, she forgot the ghost. Forgot everything but this sad girl in front of her and how much she wanted to make her feel better.

			“Charlotte, I’m so sorry.”

			Charlotte sniffled again, then leaned forward to hug Sadie, who was too shocked to stop her. She leaned into the hug instead, wrapping her arms around Charlotte’s shoulders and squeezing hard.

			Before she could even fully register what she was doing, something changed.

			It wasn’t anything you could put your finger on. A kind of…charge in the air. A tension. A humming too quiet to hear. Charlotte didn’t even notice. But Sadie did. A swooping sensation in her stomach followed, and then goose bumps rose on every inch of her skin as she felt the invisible eye of the ghost train itself on herself and Charlotte.

			“We have to get out of here,” Sadie said without thinking. She got to her feet.

			“What?” Charlotte asked, her red-rimmed eyes darting around the library. “What do you me—”

			The entire room plunged into pitch-black dark. Even the light from the windows was gone. And it was cold. Sadie could feel Charlotte shiver beside her. The cold pressed its way into Sadie’s skin, burrowing, digging deeper until it gripped her heart and all she could do was close her eyes and silently beg the ghost not to hurt Anna….

			Charlotte, she corrected herself.

			“All right, kids, this way,” came the voice of Ms. Chambers the librarian into the darkness. “Looks like a fuse blew. Club’s cancelled for today, you can call your parents from the office.”

			“Come on.” Sadie felt Charlotte’s warm, slightly tear-damp hand slide into her own, and Charlotte tugged her toward Ms. Chambers’s voice. Sadie held tight even though she knew she shouldn’t. It would only make everything worse.

			In the hallway, the lights were so bright they stung. She pulled her hand from Charlotte’s and pretended to rub her eyes.

			“Hmm,” said Ms. Chambers. “Usually when we blow the fuse, it’s the whole east hallway.” There was a crease between her eyebrows as she tried to puzzle it out.

			Sadie, the only person who could have explained why the library’s lights alone had decided to go out, was still shaking too much to say anything. Not that she could have told the truth anyway.

			“Well, let’s get you two to the office. You can call your parents for a ride.”

			“I walk home,” Sadie said once she saw Charlotte turn to follow her.

			“All right, then, off you go.”

			“See you tomorrow, Sadie,” Charlotte called after her.

			Sadie didn’t answer.
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			Out by the dumpsters, Sadie sank to the ground, out of view of the bustling pickup area. Her dad wouldn’t be off work for another hour, and she didn’t trust her shaking legs to carry her all the way home. She’d just have to wait.

			One by one, the rest of the students disappeared in school buses or SUVs. In groups on foot, talking and laughing. The GNC—minus Charlotte—walked right past where Sadie was sitting. She tucked herself farther behind the wall and listened as they passed:

			“I’m not even mad. Pizza beats a bowl of chips in the library,” Justin Harris announced.

			Kelsey Thompson—the girl with the black bangs and the jean jacket—giggled loudly and bumped her shoulder into his.

			Last to leave was Charlotte herself. She walked out onto the front steps with Mrs. Fitz. Her eyes were red again. When her mom pulled up, she got out of the car, hugging Charlotte before they got in and drove away.

			In another world, maybe she would have been getting in that car with them, Sadie thought. Going to Charlotte’s for a sleepover. She’d let her talk, let her cry, be the kind of friend she had been for Anna.

			Maybe she’d have a chance to talk about her own parents. Her mom, and how big her absence seemed in Sadie’s life even though she could barely remember her. Her fear that she’d been too hard to love, even as a little kid, and had chased her own mother away.

			After that, they’d eat too much junk food. Watch a scary movie to distract themselves…

			But instead, Sadie’s life was the scary movie. The ghost was always there, just waiting to take someone away from her.

			“Weird place to feel sorry for yourself, isn’t it?”

			Startled out of her thoughts, Sadie looked up to find she was no longer alone. The girl leaning against the wall a few feet away was pale and angular, her hair a cloud of fine wavy strands—so blond they were almost white. Sadie had never seen her before. Then again, avoiding eye contact in the halls was sort of her specialty.

			“I’m not feeling sorry for myself,” she said, straightening up. “I’m waiting for my dad.”

			“My parents are always late, too,” the girl said. “My therapist says their lack of attention is at the root of my many behavioral issues.”

			Sadie stared. No one ever hung out by the dumpsters. She’d thought she was safe.

			“My dad isn’t late,” she said, bewildered by the attention. “My club let out early.”

			“Because of that power outage in the library?” the girl asked. “Yeah. Lots of sad geeks today.”

			Sadie almost laughed. Would have, if she hadn’t learned her lesson with Charlotte. Instead she pursed her lips, remembering to hope that the girl got bored and wandered off soon—for her own sake.

			“I heard they still haven’t gotten it back on,” the girl continued, oblivious to Sadie’s inner seesaw. “The power, I mean. The custodian was really cursing at the fuse box. Seemed like he had something more going on than just faulty school wiring. Like maybe he was imagining the fuse box as his deadbeat dad or something.”

			Another stifled giggle. But of course, Sadie couldn’t say anything. Couldn’t even risk another glance.

			“Not very chatty, huh?”

			Another shrug.

			“That’s fine—I never shut up. It’s one of the behavioral issues I mentioned? All my negligent parents’ fault? Any of this ringing a bell?”

			Sadie had never heard anyone her age talk like this. She found herself wishing more than ever that she could laugh. Make her own jokes about therapists and clueless parents and stuff other kids never even seemed to worry about.

			Ever since Anna, Sadie had felt like she was in a different world than any other seventh grader. A darker world, with sharper edges. Even with Charlotte, she could never have talked about what was really going on.

			This girl’s casual posture, when Sadie snuck a glance at her, said she knew how Sadie felt. That she felt left out, too.

			“My name’s Mal, by the way,” the girl said, turning to face Sadie. “I’ve seen you around. Sadie, right? People say you’re new, shy, and weirdly not into eye contact”—she ticked these factoids off on her fingers as she spoke—“but people are usually wrong about other people. We’re always just projecting our own crap onto each other. It’s, like, the most basic psychological truth.”

			Sadie wasn’t sure what most of this meant, but she thought it sounded true. What about Charlotte? Acting so perfect and helpful all the time while secretly she had problems she never told anyone about?

			“For instance,” Mal went on, “I talk too much and make a lot of overly mature references in an attempt to seem interesting. It’s because my super-wealthy, accomplished parents never cared enough to pretend to think my finger paintings were great art.”

			I push away everyone around me because a ghost that’s been haunting me my whole life killed my best friend, Sadie thought. She imagined what it would be like to say it out loud for the very first time.

			“This is usually the part where you offer up something about yourself and we form some kind of bond,” Mal said. “But since you don’t seem very good at this, let me take a guess.”

			“A guess?” Sadie asked. She couldn’t help herself.

			“A guess. As to why you are the way you are.”

			Suddenly, the idea of someone knowing the things Sadie kept buried was no longer exciting. It was terrifying. What if Mal guessed something real? “Um, I’d really rather you didn’t.”

			Mal peered at her with large eyes that, on further inspection, could only be described as gray. Sadie had never seen actual gray eyes before.

			“That’s very telling, you know,” Mal said.

			But before she could inform Sadie what her very un-telling answer had accidentally told, Sadie’s dad’s blue Toyota pulled up to the curb at last. He always picked her up on the days he didn’t work late, and Sadie was glad today was one of them. She wasn’t totally sure Mal wouldn’t have followed her home otherwise, asking questions all the way.

			“Well, bye,” Sadie mumbled. She didn’t look back at Mal, just jumped into the passenger seat like it was the last shuttle leaving a dying planet.

			“Hey, kiddo!” her dad exclaimed. “How was—”

			“It was fine I’m hungry we should get home,” Sadie said all at once, buckling her seat belt and slumping below the dashboard. She’d been careless talking to Mal. Even imagining what it would be like to know her, or to be known, could lead nowhere good.

			It wasn’t until she’d gotten home, shaken off her dad with threats of failing grades and all-weekend homework, and slumped, exhausted, into her reading chair that Sadie realized: The ghost hadn’t bothered them. Not once.
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			The next day, Sadie arrived at school determined to avoid both Charlotte and Mal. It turned out to be unnecessary on both counts.

			Every time Sadie saw Charlotte, she was surrounded by friends from the GNC. They encircled her between classes like some kind of royal guard. Sadie tried to be glad Charlotte was getting the support she needed, and not sad because she couldn’t be the one to give it to her.

			Not sad because it was the kind of support Sadie would never have.

			Mal, for her part, seemed to be absent. Small mercies. But Sadie gave the dumpsters a wide berth as she walked home that day, just for good measure.

			The tricky thing, she knew, would be getting through the club meeting on Thursday without drawing the eye of the ghost.

			Charlotte was early again—though thankfully she wasn’t crying this time. She set out bowls of chips and cookies, humming quietly to herself. Sadie tried to skirt past her to hide behind the magazine rack, but Charlotte spotted her before she could.

			“Sadie! Hey! Want to help me with this pretzel bag?”

			She funeral-marched toward the long table, eyes darting around for Charlotte’s guard. No one showed up in time.

			“I can never get these things open,” Charlotte said apologetically, handing Sadie the bag.

			“No problem,” Sadie said, more to the bag than to Charlotte.

			“So I’m sorry for unloading on you the other day,” she said, tucking her pink hair behind her ears. “You caught me at kind of a vulnerable time. Thanks so much for being there for me.”

			“No problem,” Sadie said again, pretending to struggle with the pretzel bag so she wouldn’t have to look at Charlotte.

			“Families,” Charlotte said with a sad little laugh. “What can you do?”

			There was no sound but the rustling of the pretzel bag for an agonizingly long moment, but Charlotte was not deterred by an awkward silence, evidently.

			“You’ve never told me what your family is like,” she said. “I saw your dad in the office that day, but do you live with both parents? Any siblings?”

			Just me, my dad, and a murderous ghost, Sadie thought, but she couldn’t speak. She held her breath, waiting for the eye of the ghost to turn on her. For the chill, and the goose bumps, and the—

			“Need any help with that?” Cory made their way over, and Sadie gratefully gave up the bag.

			“I actually forgot I left my book in my locker,” Sadie mumbled—even though it was in her bag. “I’ll be right back.”

			She skulked around in the doorway of the library until there was a safe number of people surrounding Charlotte again. Only then did Sadie dare to take her place at the end of the table. More than once, she saw Charlotte trying to catch her eye over the top of Fake Blood.

			Sadie pretended to ignore it, but it was so much harder when she knew what she wanted to say. That she knew what it felt like to have your family feel incomplete. That it was hard to ever stop wondering if it was your fault, or if there was anything you could have done…

			With how awful her day had been so far, Sadie shouldn’t have been surprised to see Mal leaning against the dumpster wall. It was her first sighting of the other girl since their last intriguing, unnerving encounter in this very spot.

			Today, Sadie vowed, she’d change the pickup spot with her dad. She’d tell him the dumpsters were too smelly (they were) or that the vice principal had forbidden students from hanging around there (they should have). She’d even stand with the rest of the kids by the bus ramp listening to their after-school plans. Anything to avoid further temptation from this girl and her dark humor and her eerie eyes that saw too much.

			“So I’ve been thinking about what’s wrong with you,” Mal said, without even a hello.

			Don’t engage, Sadie told herself, pulling out her book and sliding down the wall. You are a rock. You are an island.

			“It’s simple, really. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. For a minute, I toyed with the idea that you just didn’t like me, but then I realized that’s ridiculous.” Mal flipped her hair, illuminated by the late-afternoon sun. “What’s not to like about me?”

			Sadie snorted involuntarily, then clapped her hand over her mouth.

			The temperature stayed steady, the exterior lights of the school kept burning orange. There was the vague uneasiness Sadie felt all the time, of course, but nothing new. Nothing dangerous.

			“What? Do my ears deceive me? A response? Could it be?” Mal cupped her hand around her ear.

			Sadie burrowed back down behind her book and said nothing. She tried not even to think about what she wished she could say this time. With Charlotte, that had only made it worse. And the one thing Sadie knew about the ghost for sure was that it was never gone. Not even when you thought it was. Not even when you hoped.

			“So,” Mal went on, “after I threw out that ridiculous not-liking-me hypothesis, I settled on another. So embarrassingly obvious, like I said.” She paused for effect.

			Sadie, despite her vow of invisibility, found herself passionately curious what this too-cool, irreverent girl had been reading in her silences.

			“You have…abandonment issues!” Mal diagnosed with a flourish.

			Sadie had no idea what abandonment issues were, but she felt a little let down. It had been totally unreasonable to think Mal could really know about the ghost, or Anna. But she’d sounded so sure.

			And that curiosity was back, stronger than ever: Where was the ghost? It had reacted every time Sadie had messed up with Charlotte, but now it was nowhere to be found. Sure, Mal didn’t seem bubbly or sweet like Charlotte was. She wasn’t the kind of girl you’d have a sleepover or paint your nails with.

			But Sadie was different now, too. And could she really turn down a friend if the ghost was going to let her have one?

			“I see you’re confused,” Mal continued. “Abandonment issues occur when the patient—that’s you—experiences an early and/or critical abandonment that has a negative impact on their ability to form future relationships.”

			Sadie raised Fake Blood until she was sure every part of her face was covered. If you don’t want me to talk to her, she thought, I won’t. Just show me. Turn the lights out or something.

			“In other words, someone important bailed on you and now you live your life avoiding closeness with others—even amazing potential friends with great hair—out of the fear the new person will bail, too. Ta-da! Your bill is in the mail!”

			The orange light above the dumpster was still on. Sadie couldn’t believe it.

			And Mal’s words echoed in her mind, too. Someone important bailed on you. Sadie thought of the one picture she had with her mom, her long dark hair, a smile her dad said she saved just for Sadie.

			“All the good books say that a person with abandonment issues—again, that’s you—needs a steady, constant presence. Reassurance that they won’t be abandoned again and have the cycle confirmed, leading to even worse manifestations in the future. So, Sadie, I want you to know I’m here. I won’t give up on being your friend no matter what it takes.”

			It’s my mom, Sadie thought. It’s Anna, and the ghost. It’s everything.

			Still, the air stayed the same temperature. The lights didn’t even flicker. And the feeling Sadie always had when the ghost was close, the creeping sensation of someone watching her, was nowhere to be felt.

			All of a sudden, Sadie was mad. She hated the ghost for teasing her like this when she knew it would never leave her alone. That it had probably chased her mom away, and it had killed her only friend….

			“You really want to know what’s wrong with me?” she asked. She felt like someone else was saying it. Like someone else was folding her page and putting her book away.

			“It would be my great honor,” Mal said with a mock bow.

			Every part of Sadie felt electrified. She had never tempted the ghost on purpose. Was she really going to do this? Tell someone at last? Mal would think she was totally unhinged, or impossibly babyish for believing in ghosts. She’d move on to some other friend, and Sadie would go back to being invisible.

			But for a moment, just a single moment, she’d be free.

			“Well?” Mal said, her eyes too eager on Sadie’s.

			“I’m cursed,” she said before she could talk herself out of it. The moment buzzed between them. It wasn’t too late to take it back. But if she kept going, would the ghost punish her worse? Would it punish Mal?

			“You’re cursed.” The little ironic glimmer was gone from Mal’s eyes.

			Sadie stepped closer. She didn’t drop Mal’s gaze. “Ever since I was a little kid, I’ve had this…ghost attached to me. The ghost is really jealous and hates it when I make friends. Whenever I get too close to someone, or anyone tries to get close to me, I feel this horrible, cold eye on me. Like someone’s watching. Lights go out. Doors bang open or closed. That’s how I know it’s there.”

			Mal didn’t laugh. She didn’t scoff or roll her eyes. She just stood there, gaze boring into Sadie. Listening.

			“At first, I thought that’s all it was. Just, like, a ghost temper tantrum. So at my old school in Arizona, I decided to test it. I made friends with someone. Best friends. And every day the ghost stuff got worse and worse, but I ignored it. I told myself nothing bad would happen.”

			Sadie had been absolutely sure the ghost would interrupt before now. That it would be furious about Sadie telling its secret. But still everything was quiet. The lights were steady. And now that she had started, Sadie found it was impossible to stop.

			“I started having nightmares,” she said. “Every time I saw my friend, stayed over at her house, laughed or joked or told her something personal, it was there watching, threatening, warning me. Only I’d never had a friend before. I didn’t want to give it up….”

			Sadie stopped, caught her breath. Her heart was racing. Her palms were sweaty. Where was the ghost?

			“I thought I could beat it. I thought my friendship with…her would be the thing that made it go away for good. I was an idiot for thinking that. Because it killed her. So that’s what’s wrong with me, okay? A ghost killed my only friend, and if you keep trying to be friends with me, it’ll probably kill you, too.”

			There was a long silence, during which Sadie felt as light as air. Whatever game the ghost was playing with her, she had told someone. No matter what Mal said now, no matter how she teased or who she told, Sadie wasn’t alone with this anymore.

			Instead of laughing at her, or running away, Mal did the last thing Sadie had ever expected. She grabbed her hand.

			“I believe you,” she said.

			“You do?” Sadie asked, in almost a whisper.

			“I do.”

			Sadie’s dad’s Toyota pulled into the school lot, but now she wasn’t sure she wanted to leave.

			“Tomorrow,” Mal said, as if she could sense Sadie’s reluctance. “Meet me at the Minute Mart after school. We’ll get an ice cream bar, and you can tell me everything about this ghost.”

			And for the first time since Anna died, Sadie felt brave. She felt free.

			That, of course, should have been her first clue that everything was about to go horribly wrong.
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			The next day, Sadie was excited to go to school for the first time since she arrived in Corfield. Excited and terrified, of course, but that beat plain terrified any day.

			Sadie had spent a lifetime in a cage created by the ghost’s rules. No talking beyond the purely logistical, no laughing, no divulging or confessing. Definitely no hanging out outside of school.

			But she had broken all of those rules yesterday, and the ghost hadn’t shown up. Sadie hadn’t even had a nightmare the night before. So did this mean the ghost was gone? Or just that it approved of Mal?

			Maybe it was some special force field around the dumpsters—a smell barrier so gross even the supernatural avoided it. Or was it luring her into a false sense of security only to do something more awful than ever?

			Because of the sheer number of unknowns, Sadie tried not to let herself hope too hard. But she did use colorful hair ties at the ends of her braids, just in case.
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			Sadie and Mal didn’t have any of the same classes, so Sadie spent all day craning her neck in the hallways. In the cafeteria. Even in the girls bathroom when there was a line during their last passing period.

			There was no sign of Mal’s wispy pale hair in any of these crowds. No barbed critique in Mal’s sharp tone floating above the chatter. Sadie waited impatiently until the end of the day, refusing to entertain the idea that Mal was out sick. Or that she had forgotten Sadie. Or that this whole thing had been a prank to begin with.

			After lunch, she turned all her hope to the Minute Mart after school. Mal had specifically told Sadie to meet her there. Probably, Mal had known they wouldn’t see each other in school that day, Sadie reassured herself. Mal had told her she had behavioral issues—who was to say skipping school wasn’t one of them?

			Sadie had never skipped a class in her life. Not unless she’d been excused for appointments, or counseling. Or for that week after Anna—

			She interrupted the thought before she could finish it. She wasn’t going to think about Anna today. Not when she was this close to making her first friend since it happened. Her counselors and therapists and psychologists were always telling her Anna would have wanted her to move on. To make more friends. To be happy.

			Today, Sadie wanted to believe it so much it almost seemed true.
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			By the end of school, Sadie was so impatient to get to the Minute Mart that she almost forgot to be afraid of what would happen when she did. The last ten minutes of homeroom took at least an hour.

			When the bell rang at last, Sadie shot up and jogged to her locker. She felt alive in a way she hadn’t since she got here. She was aware of her heart beating and the sun streaming through the windows. She let herself look up instead of focusing on the scuffed, dingy floor.

			“Sadie!” called a voice just as she was stashing her science book and heading for the front doors. “Over here!”

			Charlotte was beckoning from a knot of GNC kids near the library. They didn’t have a meeting today, but they always seemed to be together. Sadie had always envied them that. Still, she approached a little reluctantly now, feeling the seconds ticking away.

			Until she realized: This could be a perfect test of one of her variables. A chance to gather intel before she went to meet Mal.

			“Hey, Charlotte,” Sadie said, her heart racing in anticipation. She didn’t bother to make her voice monotone, or to avoid eye contact, but still nothing happened.

			“Hey!” Charlotte replied. She wore a long, bright green skirt today with a purple T-shirt tied in a knot. “You gotta weigh in on this. Ask her, Cory.”

			“Ask me what?” Sadie asked, brazen, her eyes darting toward the fluorescent light above them.

			“Okay,” said Cory. “Would you rather be a werewolf who totally loses all sense of self on the full moon, or a vampire who’s, like, constantly thirsty for blood?”

			“I said werewolf,” Charlotte cut in. “Because at least you get to be yourself the other twenty-nine days a month, right?”

			“Don’t influence her,” Cory said. “Sadie, what’s it gonna be?”

			Every one of Sadie’s instincts told her to end the conversation. To make some noncommittal answer and slink off before she could feel the eye on her. On all of them.

			Instead, she looked Cory right in the eye and said: “Vampire, for sure.”

			“Why?” Cory challenged her.

			“Because you get to live forever,” Sadie said, as if this was the most obvious thing in the world. “And you could make sure anyone else who wanted to got to live forever, too.”

			“Wow,” Charlotte said, smiling. “That’s a great answer.”

			Sadie was just sending her underused smile muscles the signal to return the gesture, feeling reckless and wild for having had another conversation without consequences.

			But just then, the fluorescent light bar overhead shattered, casting the hallway into partial darkness right above where Sadie and her group stood. A few kids screamed.

			Sadie froze, feeling betrayed, the hopeful balloon she’d been blowing up all day deflating instantly in her chest. She had never even felt the temperature drop. Never felt the eye turn on her. Was this the ghost changing the rules again?

			“What is it with you and lights?” Charlotte asked jokingly when they recovered. “First the library and now this.”

			Sadie barely forced a laugh. She was shaking. Cold and clammy. Humiliatingly, she fought back tears in front of everyone. Disappointment didn’t even begin to cover it.

			“It’s not Sadie,” said Cory, breaking into Sadie’s thoughts as they pointed at the ground. “Someone just threw a rock.”

			Sure enough, on the ground in the middle of the hallway, there was a palm-sized stone.

			The hope was back. Just a whisper. Enough to unfreeze Sadie and allow her to look toward the sunshine outside.

			Just a coincidence, she thought. She had thought it often before Anna, when she was trying to make sense of the horrors unfolding. Desperate not to give up her friend. But the rock on the ground was evidence. It was enough.

			“I gotta go,” Sadie said to the group, now making their way toward the doors and their parents or buses or friends. “I’m meeting someone today.”

			“Have fun!” Charlotte called, and everyone waved. Sadie wondered as she pushed through the crowd whether she’d be allowed to. Just this once.
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			The Minute Mart was a popular hangout for students from Corfield Middle, just a few blocks from school. Sadie shoved her hands into her pockets, trying not to compare this flat, cold place with her hometown.

			If I get to have a friend here, I’ll stop complaining about the gray and the cold, Sadie promised anyone who would listen.

			A stream of kids were already entering the store as Sadie approached, counting change or dollar bills, chattering with that contagious after-school energy.

			When she didn’t immediately spot Mal, Sadie hung around outside to dig through her backpack for something. Really she was trying not to meet anyone else’s gaze. She had tempted the ghost enough today, and she was still rattled by the rock on the ground. The shattered bulb.

			Ten minutes later, Mal still hadn’t arrived. Sadie went inside, picturing her standing bored by the Slurpee dispenser, rolling her eyes at the rowdy boys. The place was packed, a pile of backpacks by the door beneath a sign that said:

			
					
					NO LARGE BAGS

				

					
					NO PETS

				

					
					NO VAPING

				

					
					NO SHOPLIFTING

				

			

			Sadie didn’t want to put her bag down in this chaotic pile, and she didn’t see Mal anyway, so she went back outside. A familiar feeling started to close around Sadie’s chest as she stood there. The lonely one she’d carried around every day since Anna.

			Mal had probably just been pranking her, Sadie thought glumly, turning toward home when she’d waited a half an hour for nothing. Maybe that was why the ghost hadn’t bothered them. Even it had known someone as smart and cool as Mal would never really want to be friends with a weirdo like Sadie.

			She started to walk away, feeling embarrassingly close to tears for the second time that day.

			“Finally!” came a voice from somewhere Sadie couldn’t see. “I thought you’d never show up!”

			The snarky drawl could only belong to one person. Sadie’s heart leapt into her throat and she ran ahead, looking for the source of the voice.

			Just behind the Minute Mart, Mal leaned against a wall, her fine, fair hair flopping into her face as she smirked at Sadie.

			“I waited for you,” Sadie said. “I’ve been out front this whole time. I thought…”

			“Everyone cool hangs out in the back,” Mal said dismissively, waving a hand.

			Sadie looked around. There was no one there. Mal didn’t seem bothered by this fact.

			“Well, should we go inside? Get some ice cream?” Sadie asked, clocking the exterior light above the recycling bin. Waiting for the worst.

			“I’m over it,” Mal said, bored, yawning into her thin, long-fingered hand. “Let’s go to the cemetery instead. Seems like a way better place to talk about ghosts.”

			Sadie hesitated. The cemetery was way outside the radius her dad had given her for walking alone, which basically encompassed school and home and the seven blocks between them. And besides, Sadie had really been looking forward to an ice cream bar….

			But Mal was waiting, looking at her expectantly, and the light was still on. The relief Sadie felt that this miracle had lasted another day canceled out every other worry. Her dad wouldn’t be off work for hours, anyway, she told herself. He would never know she’d broken the rules.

			“Sure,” Sadie said, trying to mimic Mal’s nonchalance. “Cemetery sounds good.”

			She told herself it would be fine. And that even if it wasn’t, for a ghost-free few hours with an actual friend, it would be worth it. Whatever the consequences.
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			Sadie had intentionally avoided noticing details about Corfield for the month she’d lived here. Nothing could compare to Arizona, she’d thought, and every new memory she made left less room for her memories of home. Of Anna.

			But today, Sadie was in the mood to make new memories. She paid attention on the walk to the graveyard, looking for things beyond just the general flat grayness. The houses in this area were painted bright colors, and the streets were lined with gray-green bushes Sadie thought were called junipers.

			Closer to the graveyard, there were white-barked trees casting dark silhouettes against the iron skies. Black crows flitted from branch to branch, cawing as they stepped through the creaky iron gate.

			“So have you always lived in Corfield?” Sadie asked, shivering a little in the late-winter afternoon. In Arizona, it would have been warmer by now, the sun burning bright in a too-blue sky. But Sadie found she didn’t mind the chill today. It was the perfect weather for talking about ghosts.

			“Yeah,” Mal said, sounding bored. “My dad’s family, like, founded the town. They take an embarrassing amount of pride in that given what a dump it is.”

			Sadie snickered. “Tell him we could use a better pizza place.”

			Mal laughed. Sadie was starting to grow accustomed to the cutting, mocking sound of it. It had been a long time since she’d had the luxury of getting used to someone.

			“So I guess a bunch of your town-founder family is probably buried here, huh?” Sadie asked as they walked among the gravestones. The crows followed, hopping from branch to branch among the winter-stripped cottonwoods.

			“Boring,” Mal said, turning those eerie gray eyes on Sadie. “Who cares about dead people lying peacefully underground when you have a real ghost following you?”

			Sadie found at first that she didn’t know what to say. She was so out of practice when it came to talking about herself—and she had never been able to talk about the ghost. But Mal asked question after question. She wanted to know what it felt like to be haunted. What the ghost felt like when it was near. Whether it made Sadie feel important, or special. Whether Sadie had ever tried to talk to her ghost.

			Doing her best, Sadie described the feeling of the ghost watching her. The cold. The lights going out. The dread that filled her. The great lengths she had gone to for most of her life not to anger it…

			She was afraid Mal would ask about Anna, but the conversation took another turn. Mal seemed to know quite a lot about ghosts, actually. She told Sadie about the different types of ghosts. The kind that haunted places, the kind that had unfinished business, the kind that were helpful, and the kind that were vengeful.

			“How do you know so much about this stuff anyway?” Sadie asked during their sixth loop around the cemetery.

			“I read, duh,” Mal said, flipping her hair. “Books are much more interesting than people. But even they’re not as interesting as ghosts.”
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			Sadie would have stayed all night, but when the streetlights came on, she knew she was cutting it close with her dad. She said goodbye to Mal, who made her promise to meet up the next day, then ran flat out for her house—making it home just before her dad.

			She threw herself into her favorite couch corner with a book and tried to look like she’d been there for hours.

			“Sorry I’m late,” her dad said as he rushed in, totally missing Sadie’s cold-pinked cheeks and her guilty expression. “How was your day?”

			“It was good,” Sadie answered, surprised to find that she meant it. Her dad seemed to notice the difference, too, because he came back into the living room minus his jacket and peered at her for a long moment.

			“Really?” he asked.

			“Really,” Sadie said with a smile. “I hung out with a new friend.”

			From the look on her dad’s face, Sadie might as well have said she’d been nominated for class president. He beamed, ruffling her hair.

			“That’s great news,” he said. “Great news. Someone from graphic novel club?”

			Sadie hesitated briefly, trying to figure out how she’d even explain Mal.

			“Yeah,” she said finally. “Hey, Dad?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Can we get some books about ghosts? Like, real ghosts?” She had never dared to ask before, so worried that her dad would guess her secret. But on her way home from hanging out with Mal, Sadie had started to think. The other girl already had so much knowledge on the subject. If Sadie learned as much as she could…maybe together they could make sure her ghost never came back.

			“Sure, kiddo,” he said, cleaning his glasses on his shirt. “Is your new friend into spooky stuff?”

			Sadie smiled. “Yeah, she is.”

			“Books about ghosts, coming right up,” her dad said, and he smiled, too.
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			On Monday, Sadie was more cheerful at school than she’d been all month. She looked for Mal at lunch, but when she didn’t find her, even sitting alone didn’t feel quite as bad as usual.

			In math class, she knew the answer to a question and raised her hand.

			“X equals twelve?” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

			“Great work, Sadie,” her teacher said with a thumbs-up. Three or four people turned to look at her—the silent girl who hadn’t answered a single question since she transferred here. One of them smiled.

			At first, the panic seized her like always. The numbness in her fingers and toes. Sadie’s gaze darted to the overhead lights. Steady. The sky through the windows was sunny and blue. Inside it was warm, no chill. No strange breeze.

			Tentatively, Sadie smiled, too. That’s when she felt it. Someone watching. Eyes boring into the back of her head.

			There was a sound, like a snake’s hiss just before it struck with venomous fangs. Sadie’s eyes darted to the open classroom door reflexively. Would there be time to escape? How could she tell this girl whose name she didn’t even know they’d have to run?

			But in the doorway she found Mal instead, leaning on the frame just out of the teacher’s view, beckoning to Sadie.

			Relief flooded her. She’d thought Mal was absent again; she hadn’t seen her during the first passing period or lunch. But there she was, in the flesh, her hair looking paler and wispier than ever in the fluorescent light from the hallway.

			Darting a glance at Mr. Pike, the algebra teacher, Sadie confirmed he was busy at his desk. The bathroom pass was hanging by the door—not that Sadie would ever have used it normally. Getting up in the middle of class for any reason was a surefire way to attract attention.

			But today, Sadie felt like she might just get away with it. She stood up like she’d seen bolder kids do a hundred times, grabbed the pass—a huge wooden spoon with PASS written on it in red—and waltzed out the door to where Mal was waiting.

			“Math is such a snoozefest,” Mal said once Sadie had joined her in the hallway. “I could practically hear you screaming RESCUE ME from the art room.”

			“Art is on the other end of the building,” Sadie said.

			“Yeah, that’s how loud your boredom was.” Mal smirked. She didn’t even have a pass. Sadie didn’t have art—she’d opted for study hall instead—but any teacher who didn’t require a hall pass was automatically cool.

			“And you weren’t in the mood to finger paint today?” Sadie asked, trying desperately to seem like she left class to wander the halls all the time.

			“It’s so boring,” Mal said, rolling her eyes to the paneled ceiling. “Paint the feeling you get when you look at a tree. We do more sophisticated stuff in my therapy appointments.”

			“I had this counselor back in my old town,” Sadie said, halting and stuttering over the words, unfamiliar with the process of volunteering information after all this time. “She would always say stuff like that. Paint the feeling you get when you think about your mom. What color is your grief? What does it smell like?”

			“Oh yeah, mommy issues are every therapist’s bread and butter,” Mal said sagely. “What’s the deal with yours, anyway?”

			Sadie hesitated. She never talked about her mom, although she wanted to sometimes. It made her dad too sad, and Sadie had only ever had one friend. With Anna, she’d preferred to listen. To live in her happy, carefree world, which was such a nice vacation from the horror of her own.

			“My mom’s not around,” Sadie said carefully, aware Mal was still waiting for an answer. “Hasn’t been since I was four. It’s just me and my dad.”

			“What a flake,” Mal replied. “Who leaves a little kid? They’re, like, biologically engineered to be un-leave-able.”

			These words struck Sadie somewhere deep, but she tried not to show it. “Guess I was different,” she said.

			“You were fine,” Mal said fiercely, turning to look at Sadie. “She was the one who messed up. You don’t need her anyway.”

			Sadie smiled. “Thanks,” she said. She decided to leave out the thing she’d planned to say next. That she was afraid whatever sad, messed-up thing inside her that had attracted the ghost had scared away her mom, too.

			They resumed their walk down the hall, passing a group of eighth-grade boys leaning against the lockers. They all wore backward hats, poncho-looking sweatshirts. Two of them had skateboards even though nothing with wheels was allowed in the hallway.

			The boys noticed Sadie and Mal and dissolved into laughter, looking at them like they were a circus act instead of a couple of regular girls in a hallway.

			Sadie couldn’t make out what they were muttering to each other, but with Mal by her side, she felt like she could shrug it off. Sadie had been the weird girl more places than not, but today she felt like Mal’s kind of weird. Cool, irreverent, class-skipping weird, not taken-out-of-class-to-talk-to-the-counselor-about-your-traumatic-experiences weird.

			“Keep laughing,” she called, feeling bold, and Mal cracked up, ushering her down the hall. They ran, not stopping until they were outside the main office, just a few steps from freedom.

			“That was great,” Mal said. “You weren’t scared of those guys at all.”

			“What, you were?” Sadie teased. “Afraid they’re going to fall off their skateboards at you?”

			Mal laughed again, hard this time, like Sadie was the funniest person she’d ever met. Sadie felt the glow of it warm her up from the inside. For the first time, she wasn’t waiting for the ghost’s eye to turn on her. It felt strange but good. Worrying about normal things, like whether someone thought she was funny, instead of whether a vengeful spirit was going to descend and kill them both.

			“Fall off their skateboards at me,” Mal wheezed. “You should go back and say that to them.”

			“Next time,” Sadie promised, because she could actually visualize a next time. A tomorrow where she and Mal teased those boys again. A next week where she went to Mal’s house, listened to the music she liked, found out who she had a crush on in school…

			“Sadie, is that you?” came a voice from behind them.

			Sadie’s stomach sank. She would have known that chipper tone anywhere.

			Sure enough, when she turned her back to Mal, there was Mrs. Fitz. She was wearing a pale pink sweatshirt with a teddy bear on it, surrounded by a heart-shaped wreath of roses. Had she been dressed this dorky the last time Sadie saw her? She couldn’t remember.

			She thought about saying something to make Mal laugh again. I didn’t know they made sweatshirts with teddy bears for adults, or something. But she didn’t want to push her luck and end up in another intervention.

			“Hey, Mrs. Fitz,” Sadie said, keeping her eyes on the grimy tile floor to hide her embarrassment.

			“Heading to the bathroom?” Mrs. Fitz raised her eyebrows at the pass.

			“Yeah,” Sadie lied, knocking the heel of her sneaker against the ground. “Me and my friend just ran into each other.”

			Mrs. Fitz smiled widely at the mention of a friend. “Well, that’s wonderful, Sadie!” she said. “This is just what we were hoping for when you joined Charlotte’s club! But it looks like your friend headed back to class, so why don’t you do the same, okay?”

			Sadie whirled around. Sure enough, Mal was gone. She could probably smell an authority figure a mile away, Sadie thought. She was almost impressed by how quickly Mal had vanished.

			I’ll have to ask her to teach me that one, Sadie thought as she said goodbye to Mrs. Fitz and headed back up the hallway.

			She kept an eye out for Mal once Mrs. Fitz was out of sight, but the other girl was nowhere to be seen.

			If she was a little bolder, Sadie might have headed across the building for the art room. Leaned in Mal’s classroom doorway. But alone in the hallway she felt smaller. More timid than she had when she and Mal had been side by side.

			She scurried back to her classroom and replaced the pass.
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			Mal was waiting for Sadie by the dumpsters after school, and they walked together to the graveyard again, already chatting about the day’s events.

			“Where were you at lunch today?” Sadie asked. “And I didn’t see you yesterday at all.”

			Mal rolled her eyes, and at first, Sadie was terrified she’d offended her. But when she spoke, it was clear her irritation was directed elsewhere.

			“My parents,” she said in a long-suffering tone. “The nanny picks me up for lunch every day because they’re afraid eating around all that noise is bad for my health.”

			“Wow,” Sadie said. “I thought my dad was protective.”

			“They’re weird,” Mal said, waving a hand dismissively. “Like they pretend to care about me so much, but they’re never even around.”

			Sadie didn’t know what to say. She wanted to tell Mal she could just come live at her house. She wanted to say something that would fix it. But it had been so long since she’d had a real friend—and she had never known anyone like Mal, let alone been friends with them.

			“So I thought I felt my ghost yesterday,” she said instead, hoping to cheer Mal up.

			It worked. The other girl’s glum expression was suddenly lively and focused. “Tell me everything.”
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			From then on, they spent every day dissecting Sadie’s ghost. Mal wanted to identify it. To figure out its origins. Its motives. Despite being totally obsessed with the paranormal for most of her life, Mal had evidently never met a truly haunted person before.

			“It’s strange,” Sadie said near the end of the week, making the now-familiar loop around the cemetery for the seventh time that afternoon. “When I was little, I thought everyone had a ghost. But at some point, I found out it was just me. I hated it sometimes, but there were other times it was my only company in the entire world. Other kids had moms, and friends, and I just had this cold feeling in my chest. This eye watching me wherever I went…”

			Sadie trailed off, sure Mal would be bored. Change the subject. Tell Sadie she was crazy and weird and run away. She was always waiting for this, no matter how many indications Mal gave that she wasn’t planning to disappear. Always expecting that the next thing she said would be the final straw. The one that pushed Mal away for good and left Sadie alone again.

			This time, as she had every other time, Sadie looked at Mal. Trying to find evidence that she was about to be abandoned. Instead, she found Mal’s eyes fixed on her with a burning intensity.

			“I know just how you feel,” she said, a little breathlessly.

			Sadie thought about Mal’s eccentric, brilliant parents. Her empty house. Her nanny bringing her home for lunch.

			“I believe you,” she said. And she really did.
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			Once Sadie got past the inherent creepiness of the graveyard, and her guilt over lying to her dad about where she went every day after school, she began to look forward to the end of the school day with all the fervor of a normal seventh grader.

			Mal would wait for her by the dumpsters, and once they arrived at the cemetery, they’d walk for hours around the path, just talking.

			She was the most interesting person Sadie had ever met. She knew things about art, about books and old movies Sadie had never heard of. But mostly she knew about creepy folktales. Ghost stories from more cultures than Sadie had ever studied in school.

			When they had exhausted the topic of Sadie’s ghost, Mal began to tell stories of her own. Stories of things she’d learned about haunted places, haunted people. She was a treasure trove of information about the unseen.

			Sadie had known kids who were obsessed with wizards or vampires. Greek mythology. Horses. But she’d never known anyone who made haunting seem fascinating.

			Mal told stories of ghosts who wandered riverbanks. Ghosts who made the wallpaper bleed in houses where they’d lived for centuries. Ghosts who killed people. Ghosts who were barely a mist in the air.

			Her favorite ghosts, Mal told Sadie, were the ones that could pass for human. Ghosts who she swore could be walking in your midst looking completely normal until finally they snapped and left whole villages dead or mad.

			“I think Mrs. Rey might be a ghost,” Sadie said to lighten the mood after one of these stories. The choir teacher was famously waify and pale, always swaddled in some massive shawl or scarf. She spoke only in breathy tones and often appeared behind you without seeming to make a sound.

			Mal scoffed. “Too easy,” she said with that glint in her eye Sadie was starting to recognize and adore. “The real ones would never do anything so cliché.”

			“You should come with me to graphic novel club sometime,” Sadie blurted out in the quiet that followed. She’d been thinking about it for days, but she hadn’t meant to ask like this, all abrupt and needy. But the next meeting was tomorrow, and Sadie was growing to truly dread the afternoons she spent without Mal.

			When there was someone who understood you, really understood, it became harder and harder to live among people who didn’t.

			It was hard to imagine there had once been a time when Sadie had thought of Mal as her second choice. The only friend the ghost would let her have.

			“My parents won’t let me join clubs,” Mal said, her expression going glum the way it always did when her parents presented an obstacle. “They’re afraid groups will distract me from my studies. They say there’s plenty of time to make friends when I’m self-actualized enough to avoid bad influences.”

			As she so often did when Mal spoke of her parents, Sadie puzzled over the words. She couldn’t imagine parents going out of their way to stop Mal from making a friend. They wouldn’t give Mal a cell phone because technology was rotting the brains of the next generation, but they wouldn’t let Sadie call the house, either. She didn’t even have Mal’s phone number.

			Sadie had tried to get around this by inviting Mal to her place on the weekends, but even that was a no-go. Mal wouldn’t risk it. Not even when Sadie offered to have her dad call and convince them.

			“They’re fine with you hanging out with me after school for hours, though?” Sadie asked now. She usually didn’t press Mal when she was in this gloomy mood, but Sadie was frustrated. No clubs? No sleepovers? No roller skating or arcades or pizza parties? They were missing out on all the best parts.

			Mal made a discontented sound in the back of her throat. A sort of scoff that told Sadie she had asked something stupid.

			“They don’t even know about you,” Mal said in her bored drawl. “And if they did, I’d never be allowed to see you again.”

			This statement, the casual way she said it, made Sadie feel like all the air had been sucked out of her lungs. Sadie had talked of nothing but Mal for two weeks at home. Her father had nicknamed her “Mal Says” because that was how Sadie began so many of her sentences.

			“You didn’t even tell them about me?” Sadie asked, the hollowness in her chest spreading to her voice. “I mean, what if they find out? You’ll just disappear?”

			Mal rolled her eyes again. “Don’t be so dramatic about it. What kind of baby needs their parents’ approval for everything?”

			Sadie prickled at this. She wasn’t a baby. She’d been through more than kids way older than her. She had already pushed Mal further than she normally would, but in this moment, it didn’t feel like enough.

			“It’s fine,” she said, borrowing some of Mal’s nonchalance. “Some of the kids in the club are pretty cool. I’m sure we’ll have a lot of fun.”

			Every nerve in her body was alive as she waited for Mal’s response. The other girl’s gaze fixed on her, raising goose bumps.

			“Actually,” Sadie said, suddenly inspired, “there’s a new book release this weekend, and everyone’s going to the bookstore. So I’ll probably do that since you can’t hang out anyway. You don’t mind, right?” She had never intended to go to the bookstore, even though the whole club was invited. Why had she said it?

			It was probably Sadie’s imagination, but the sky seemed to get darker along with Mal’s expression.

			“Sure, Sadie,” she said in a tone of deadly calm. “Go ahead. If you’d rather hang out with your dorky little club friends, we’re probably not as alike as I thought.”

			Sadie felt herself panicking. She had only wanted Mal to get a little mad, or jealous. Something that showed Sadie she was really invested in this friendship even though the friendship itself was so unlike what Sadie had expected.

			All the fight went out of her immediately, replaced by regret and guilt so strong they made her stomach hurt.

			Ever since Sadie had started spending time with Mal, she’d tried not to think about Anna. Not to compare their friendship with this one. But right now, standing in this chilly graveyard with Mal dead-eyed and Sadie about to cry, it was hard not to remember.

			Anna and her warm smile. Her laugh. The way she’d try anything as long as it made Sadie laugh. The endless bowls of popcorn her mom made them during sleepovers, and the way she called Sadie m’ija just like Anna and her sisters.

			For a long moment that felt like a held breath, Sadie lived in that other world. The one that had vanished with Anna. And then she exhaled, back to the gathering twilight in the graveyard. Back to Mal, who she had tried to punish for not being someone else.

			Anna was gone. And the girl Sadie had been was gone, too. This was where she belonged now.

			“I’m sorry,” Sadie said, trying to hide the trembling of her chin. The way her throat felt full of tears. “It’s not your fault your parents are like that. And I probably won’t even go to the bookstore thing—it’ll be boring. I’ll just see you after the meeting, okay?”

			Mal looked at Sadie for a long minute, her eyes like long, dark tunnels you could never get to the end of. “Yeah, whatever,” she said. “Listen, I gotta get home. See you later, Sadie.”

			“Wait, Mal! I’m sorry!” Sadie said as Mal turned toward the gate without her. “It was stupid, okay? I’ll make it up to you tomorrow.”

			“Sure,” Mal said over her shoulder.

			“I will see you tomorrow, right, Mal?” Sadie asked, feeling the staticky panic making her fingers numb. Had she ruined it that fast? Even without the ghost?

			Mal didn’t respond.

			And she wasn’t at school the next day.

			Sadie sleepwalked through the halls after a terrible night’s rest. She’d dreamed of Anna again for the first time since she met Mal. Their last day together. The one Sadie couldn’t think about. Couldn’t talk about. It only found her in her dreams, and there she was helpless to stop it.

			Anna riding her bike, black hair in a high ponytail. All smiles.

			Sadie’s mouth moving without sound.

			Tears in Anna’s eyes.

			Red light everywhere, and then nowhere.

			Sadie had woken up shaking and sweating, but at least this time she hadn’t screamed. Her dad had no idea she was still having nightmares, and she needed to keep it that way.

			In math, the numbers on her pop quiz swam. She answered at least four of the five wrong, and Mr. Pike wasn’t known for his leniency. Sadie thought of going to the nurse at lunch, but she needed to keep an eye out for Mal’s blond puff of hair in the halls.

			She never saw it.

			The GNC meeting was endless. Sadie didn’t even pretend to read, just sat there like a zombie staring at the same page of Space Battle Lunchtime until the colors bled across her vision, every image double.

			Charlotte sat next to her for a while, chattering about the new release party this weekend. How excited everyone was to cosplay and line up together outside. Sadie had never had any interest in going, not really, but now the subject made her actively sick to her stomach.

			“You okay, Sadie?” Charlotte asked at one point.

			Sadie looked up. Charlotte was wearing a corduroy hat with a stalk of broccoli embroidered on it. Her eyes were so open, so friendly in their concern. Charlotte would know just what to do about accidentally hurting a friend’s feelings. How to convince them you were really sorry.

			“I’m—” Sadie began. The whole story was on the tip of her tongue, ready to spill. She knew Charlotte would understand. Charlotte would want to help…

			But then Sadie remembered Mal’s words in the graveyard. That blank stare she’d fixed Sadie with. If you’d rather hang out with your dorky little club friends, we’re probably not as alike as I thought.

			This time, it wasn’t the ghost that made Sadie pull away. It was the thought of what Mal would say if she could see them now. What conclusions she would draw about Sadie if she saw her opening up to Charlotte in her broccoli hat.

			“I’m fine,” she said finally. “Just tired.” And she lifted her book, creating a wall between herself and Charlotte, counting the minutes until four-thirty when she could meet Mal by the dumpsters and explain.

			Even if Mal was still mad at Sadie, she wouldn’t miss their meetup, would she?

			But she did.

			Mal wasn’t behind the school, or at the Minute Mart. Sadie didn’t dare walk down to the graveyard alone, so she made her way home after half an hour. In her empty house, the panic got its claws in. Not the ghost kind, but something just as bad. Something Sadie hadn’t felt since she was little and her dad told her her mom wasn’t coming home.

			What if Mal had moved away without telling Sadie? What if her “behavioral issues” had landed her in so much trouble her parents made her leave school?

			What if she had told her parents about Sadie just so she wouldn’t have to see her again?

			Sadie was catastrophizing. She knew it, but that didn’t make it easier to stop. Her old school counselor had told her it meant letting your what-ifs get the better of you. You were supposed to tell yourself the things you knew for sure. The things that felt safe.

			But Sadie’s whole life was a what-if.

			Mal is your friend, she tried to tell herself.

			Anna was my friend.

			She’s not going to disappear.

			Anna disappeared.

			This isn’t like before.

			“How do you know?” Sadie shouted aloud, giving up on trying to calm her breathing.

			She gasped and cried and squeezed herself around the middle until it calmed on its own. Panic is an ocean wave, one of the counselors had said. It comes and it goes. Try to observe without trying to surf. Picture yourself watching from the shore. Noticing. Releasing.

			Exhausted, Sadie fell asleep before her dad got home. She was still wearing her jeans, the light in her room blazing overhead, the blinds open on her window.

			She wasn’t awake to see it darken with a strange shadow just as the sun was setting.

			But it did.
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			Nearly a full week passed. The nightmares got worse. Mal didn’t return to school.

			Sadie didn’t have any more panic attacks, but the alternative was worse. The muffling wet blanket descended over her again, making everything seem dark and dull. Maybe the ghost was really gone, and Sadie could have made another friend. But she didn’t want another friend. She wanted Mal.

			More than that, she wanted Anna.

			The day of the GNC’s second weekly meeting, Mr. Pike held Sadie back after class. She had failed her quiz. Sadie tried to explain her poor night of sleep, but it felt like there was cotton blocking her mouth. Mr. Pike shook his head. He’d have to call her dad. She wanted to beg him not to, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t do anything.

			Sadie had been planning to skip the GNC today, but she knew she couldn’t now. Skipping a club and failing a quiz so close together was a one-way ticket to Mrs. Fitz’s office—or worse. She had no choice.

			Charlotte and Cory were already in the library when Sadie arrived, as well as a few others. Sadie took her usual seat at the end of the table.

			“Cory’s mom baked the cookies!” Charlotte called, waving.

			Sadie took one as they watched, trying to smile in a way that didn’t look like a grimace.

			“Did you finish it?” Charlotte asked as Sadie returned Fake Blood to the pile.

			Sadie nodded. For the first time in a while, she felt the thrill of fear her ghost inspired. It had only stopped bothering her when Mal showed up. What if she was really gone, and the ghost took its opportunity?

			At first, Sadie felt herself withdraw into her cloud of fog and numbness. But then she had a thought—if Mal was keeping the ghost away, shouldn’t Sadie test it? See if she was really gone?

			“Any idea what you’re in the mood for next?” Charlotte asked, undaunted as always by Sadie’s tepid response.

			The honest truth was, Sadie didn’t care what she read next. She didn’t care what she ate, or what happened in school, or about much of anything besides staying out of her dad’s concerned crosshairs.

			But she answered for Mal. She answered to be sure.

			“Maybe…something to distract me?” she said, looking down at the table. “Something fun?”

			Charlotte joined her at the other end of the table. “Sure,” she said brightly, but her eyes were still x-raying Sadie’s face. “But, Sadie, you know you can talk to me if anything’s wrong, right? I’m your friend.”

			Sadie nodded again, impatiently this time. This wasn’t about being friends with Charlotte; it was about seeing if the ghost returned. If it did, her life would be just like it had been before Mal. If it didn’t, maybe there was still hope….

			“Okay,” Charlotte said, sliding Sadie a book called Mooncakes. “This one is super fun, and it has a very swoony nonbinary character in it. I think it’ll definitely distract you from whatever’s bothering you.”

			Sadie held her breath, waiting for the goose bumps. The cold. The feeling of that horrible stare on the back of her head.

			Nothing happened.

			“Thank you so much, Charlotte,” Sadie said, reaching out to impulsively hug the other girl. “I think I’m really going to love this one.”
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			After the meeting, Sadie practically sprinted to the dumpsters. If her experiment was right, the ghost staying away meant Mal hadn’t really given up on being her friend. Not yet.

			Her heart leapt when she saw Mal. Even scowling, kicking the side of the dumpster, Sadie had never been so glad to see anyone. Her first instinct was to run up. Hug Mal like she used to hug Anna, like she’d just hugged Charlotte.

			But when Mal finally met Sadie’s gaze, it was clear her guard was up.

			“Hey!” Sadie said. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was worried you were still mad at me. Are you okay? Were you sick?”

			Sadie waited, tense, for Mal to mock her for being a baby again. Say she should be able to last a few school days without a girl she barely knew. But Mal didn’t answer at all.

			“I looked for you,” Sadie continued, unable to help herself from filling the silence. “At school, and here…I wanted to apologize again for what I said….”

			“Really?” Mal asked, eyes flashing. “Because it didn’t seem like me being gone bothered you all that much.”

			Sadie hesitated. She didn’t know what to say. Sure, she’d pushed it too far, made Mal feel bad for not being able to spend more time together. But Sadie had been a mess since the other girl had been gone—how could she make Mal understand?

			“I’m sorry,” Sadie said again. She wished there were better words. Words for how Mal had changed her whole world, for how terrified Sadie was of losing her. But the foggy feeling from after her panic attack was slow to let go, and what if she said everything wrong? Made things worse when all she wanted to do was make them better?

			“It’s fine,” Mal snapped. “I know I’m not that much fun to hang around with. I can’t join the graphic novel club or come over on the weekends or go to stupid bookstore parties.” There were spots of color high on Mal’s cheeks. For the first time, Sadie thought she was the one who looked close to tears. “Plenty of kids have quit being my friend, okay, Sadie? It’s not like you’d be the first.”

			“What are you talking about?” Sadie asked, totally wrong-footed. “I don’t want to stop being friends. I don’t ever want to stop being friends.”

			Mal was the one to step closer this time. Her eyes looked like endless tunnels, beckoning Sadie in. “You were so quick to throw me away, Sadie. I’m never going to be normal. I’m never going to be able to sit with you at lunch and have pizza and sleepovers. You can’t change me into Charlotte Prewitt. You have to like me for who I am.”

			Sadie shifted uncomfortably. She had thought something eerily similar in the graveyard. About Mal not being like other friends. But Sadie wasn’t like them, either. Not anymore. She wasn’t going to lose the best friend she’d made in a year because she couldn’t let go of the past.

			“I’m sorry, Mal,” she said. “I’m sorry I made you feel like you weren’t enough. I haven’t had a friend like you before—that’s true—but it’s no excuse for hurting your feelings.” Sadie wondered if she’d ever given an apology this important before. She wanted to get down on her knees and beg.

			“So you don’t wish I was Charlotte?” Mal asked, eyes narrowed.

			“I don’t wish you were anyone else,” Sadie said, meaning it. “Sometimes I wish I was different, but I never wish you were.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Mal snapped. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

			These words washed over Sadie, warming her from inside even as they made her feel horribly guilty. “My best friend,” she began, wanting Mal to understand. Even this. “She died last year. Because of my ghost. I know I told you that, but sometimes I still feel really messed up about it. And it’s hard to accept that she’ll never be here again, and that I’ll never be the same.”

			Mal listened, eyes intent on Sadie’s.

			“But she’s gone. And I’m here. And I have to move on.” Sadie took a deep breath. “So yeah, Mal. You’re my best friend, too.”

			The smile that lit Mal’s face was so wide it changed the whole arrangement of her face. For a moment, Sadie didn’t recognize her.

			“Let’s make a pact,” Mal said, a little breathlessly. “Right now. We’re best friends. Forever. And we’ll never let anyone else get in the way of that. Not even memories. Deal?”

			I’m sorry, Sadie thought to Anna, wherever she was. I can’t let the ghost come back. I can’t be alone anymore.

			“Deal,” Sadie said, the guilt and the joy warring in her heart.

			“Forever,” Mal said, as if she was testing Sadie’s resolve.

			Sadie nodded.

			“We have to prove it,” Mal said, her eyes looking feverish. “Do something permanent that we can never forget about, okay?”

			Sadie was so relieved that Mal wasn’t mad at her anymore she would have done anything. “Okay,” she said. “What do you want to do?”

			“We need something sharp. A safety pin. A needle. Do you have anything like that?”

			Sadie took off her backpack. There was a pin on the outside pocket—nothing flashy that would draw attention. Just her name with a polka-dot background. A present from her dad. She took it off and offered it to Mal.

			“Sit down,” Mal said, pricking the tip with her finger and wincing.

			Sadie sat. Mal lowered to the ground beside her and pulled up her pant leg. Before Sadie could protest, Mal carved a little S right into her skin above her anklebone. Blood dripped down, looking black in the low light of the cloudy afternoon. It soaked into her sock, making Sadie’s stomach turn.

			“Now you do it,” Mal said, handing Sadie the bloody pin. “An M, so we’re always together even when we’re apart.”

			Sadie didn’t want to. She really didn’t want to. But Mal had already done it, and there was something comforting about the idea of such a permanent declaration. So Sadie held the pin to her skin and began to scratch.

			“Deeper,” Mal urged her. “So it leaves a scar.”

			Eyes welling with tears as the point dug in, Sadie tried not to look at the blood. Soon she had a little spiky M right in the same place as Mal’s S.

			When it was done, Mal looked different somehow. Happier than Sadie had ever seen her. Her cheeks were pink, and the gray of her eyes was almost green.

			Sadie’s ankle hurt, and she could feel the blood congealing in her sock, but she kept it to herself as they walked to the graveyard. She had promised Mal she’d make it up to her. The pain was worth it.
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			With a new best friend and her ghost going quiet again, Sadie’s life became so manageable she barely recognized it. She barely even minded eating lunch alone anymore.

			A few times, Charlotte invited her to sit at her table with some of the GNC kids, but Mal didn’t approve of Charlotte, as she made very clear one day when the pink-haired girl waved cheerfully at them before school.

			“She’s completely obsessed with you,” Mal said. “It’s annoying to watch.”

			“I don’t think she’s obsessed with me,” Sadie replied, taken aback by this reaction. “We’re just in the GNC together and she saw me in Mrs. Fitz’s office getting an intervention. She probably feels sorry for me or something.”

			This wasn’t the whole truth, of course, but things with Mal were finally going well again. Sadie didn’t want to rock the boat.

			“Listen,” Mal said, turning to face Sadie with that intense glint in her eye. “I know you used to be this friendless new kid, but you’re not anymore. And I don’t want anyone treating you like you’re someone to feel sorry for. Especially not her.”

			The bell was about to ring. Mal had gym first period, so she never came in the front doors with Sadie. There was always a moment of panic before they separated, and Sadie didn’t want to leave it on a bad note.

			“Yeah,” she said. “Thanks. You’re probably right.”

			“Of course I’m right,” Mal said, flipping her hair a little. “I’m your best friend.”

			She started walking toward the gym, which had a separate entrance on the other side of the football field. Sadie followed. It often made her late for her first class, but Mal liked to walk together until the fence.

			“Charlotte is just so chipper all the time,” Mal continued as they walked, gesturing enthusiastically. “It’s unnatural. No one is that happy.”

			When Sadie didn’t immediately reply, Mal stopped again, looking expectantly at her.

			“Oh, totally,” she said.

			Mal waited, as if hoping for Sadie to say more.

			Typically, Sadie wasn’t the kind of girl who said mean things about other people—especially not people as nice as Charlotte. But she remembered how happy Mal had been when she mocked those skateboard boys in the hall.

			A little teasing wasn’t terrible, she assured herself. And it’s not like Charlotte would ever have to know.

			“Her clothes are, like, so bright,” Sadie said after a long pause. “You practically need sunglasses to even talk to her.” Sadie felt a twinge of disloyalty as she uttered the words. But Mal clearly needed to know she was Sadie’s first priority, and didn’t Sadie owe her that reassurance if they were going to be best friends?

			Immediately, Mal rewarded Sadie with a rare giggle. “Those awful sweaters and that horribly cheerful voice,” she said. “She’s such a dork.”

			“I bet her and Mrs. Fitz shop at the same store,” Sadie said before she could stop herself. It felt so good to make Mal laugh. And wasn’t all friendship about compromise?
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			In the graveyard after school that day, Mal lamented her chef-prepared lunches, saying she’d much rather eat cafeteria slop with Sadie. Her parents were out of the country on some diplomatic mission, she told Sadie one cold afternoon. They worked for the government in some secret capacity, but the nanny and the housekeeper were always spying on Mal. She felt like a prisoner in her own house.

			Sadie tried to feel sorry for her, but everything the other girl said only made her more curious. She couldn’t imagine Mal’s strange, elegant home life. She’d never even been allowed to see the outside of her manor house—which Mal only told her was at the top of the tallest hill in town. She swore the groundskeeper had an eagle eye and would tell Mal’s parents the second they came back.

			“You don’t want me to be locked up forever, do you?” Mal demanded the first time Sadie brought it up. “We’d never see each other again. We only get away with meeting after school because they think I’m doing extra science lessons for my college applications.”

			“I don’t want you to be locked up forever,” Sadie assured her. The memory of their argument was still too fresh to let on that she was disappointed.

			“Good,” Mal said. “Because there’s a ghost story about a little girl who was locked in her attic. Do you want to hear it?”

			“Please,” Sadie said, relieved that Mal wanted to tell a story instead of picking on Charlotte.

			“Her parents were so afraid of the world they wouldn’t let her leave,” Mal said. “She wasn’t allowed any friends. No school. No sunshine on her face. She was shackled to her house forever, and when she tried to escape, they put her in the attic and boarded the door shut from the outside.”

			Sadie shuddered. “They sound awful,” she said.

			“They were,” Mal said, storminess brewing behind her expression. “And she was so unhappy, so alone that she decided death would be better.”

			Some empty, yawning corner of Sadie’s mind cracked open just a little at the mention of death. Of choosing it.

			“Did she die?” she asked, without her own permission. She didn’t want to know, but she felt like she had to.

			Mal nodded. “She pried the boards off the little window and jumped,” she said. “Four stories straight onto a flagstone walkway.”

			The emptiness pulled harder on Sadie, reminding her of those days after Anna. The days when she’d wondered if joining her might be better than living with the guilt. The loneliness.

			“She had never lived anywhere but that house. Never been anywhere. Never had a single friend. But after she jumped, she was finally free.”

			The night after that story, Sadie had a nightmare. She was standing in front of a big old house with the windows boarded up. In the window, there was the round face of a girl, peering out. Sadie called out to her.

			“Anna! Anna I’ll save you!”

			But when the girl came to the window, she had Sadie’s face.
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			One day, Sadie was in math again, doodling in the margins of her finished worksheet. A ghost with big eyes and a large, gaping mouth.

			Everyone else was still studiously answering questions, or else whispering and passing notes. Sadie felt restless, thinking about Mal in art class. Was she hanging out with someone else? She wished her best friend would appear in the doorway like she sometimes did, but it stayed empty. The minutes ticked endlessly by.

			Finally, Sadie worked up the courage to take matters into her own hands. She got up, pointing toward the hall pass with a slightly trembling hand, when her teacher raised an eyebrow at her.

			He nodded, looking back at his computer screen as Sadie grabbed the wooden spoon by the handle and walked out into the empty hallway.

			She felt brave as she crossed the building on her way to Mal’s art class. The skateboard boys weren’t there to bother her, and Mrs. Fitz’s door was thankfully closed—a little sign reading in session on the door.

			Sadie made it to the art room door without being stopped or questioned, her heart beating fast when she saw it was wide open. There was music playing from inside, and the happy chatter of kids in a class where they were allowed to speak to each other.

			Sadie, taking a trick out of Mal’s book, leaned on the doorway just out of sight of the teacher. Some kids looked up, saw her, and looked away, losing interest when they realized she wasn’t someone they knew.

			At first, Sadie thought Mal wasn’t there. Her white-blond hair was distinctive enough even in a crowd. Suddenly she had the panicky thought that maybe Mal was in her own classroom doorway, or else wandering the halls looking for her.

			Or worse, wandering the halls with someone else.

			Sadie turned instinctively to look down the hallway behind her, but it was empty. When she looked back into the doorway, she saw Mal right away. Sitting at a table in the back, looking out the window. Sadie wasn’t sure how she had missed her the first time, but the relief was so strong that she didn’t bother to question it.

			“Psst,” she whispered. Mal looked up, her face splitting into a grin. Sadie beckoned to her, then backed out of the doorway so the teacher wouldn’t see.

			Mal didn’t even ask permission to leave. She just stood up and walked out the door. No pass, no nothing. This must not have been uncommon behavior, either, because none of the students or the eccentric art teacher said anything as Mal left.

			“Wow, very rebellious,” Mal said, nodding in approval at the pass.

			“Well, I was done with my worksheet, so…”

			“Shh,” Mal said, holding up a finger to her lips. “Don’t ruin it.”

			They walked down the hall, loose limbed and destination-less. The giddiness of the particular kind of freedom that came with being unsupervised at school.

			“Where to?” Sadie asked. “Girls’ bathroom? Bleachers? Want to tell me another ghost story?”

			Mal opened her mouth to answer, but just then Sadie spotted a boy from her science class approaching them from beyond the office doors.

			Sadie glanced at Mal out of the corner of her eye, gauging whether the other girl was in the mood to say something cruel about his zip-off pants or his Spider-Man sneakers. But Mal was quiet, just taking it all in.

			The boy’s name was Ryder. He and Sadie had been in the same group for a mold experiment a few weeks ago. He was nice enough, even though Sadie had told Mal he looked like his mom dressed him after the experiment just to make her laugh.

			“Hey, Sadie,” Ryder said, without acknowledging Mal at all. Boys were like that sometimes. If you didn’t have a reason to know them, you were practically invisible.

			“Hey,” Sadie said, reflexively tensing. She wasn’t sure if it was a leftover fear of the ghost, or nervousness about what Mal would make of their conversation.

			“Jail break?” he asked, and Sadie held up her pass.

			“Just taking my time,” she said to the ground near his web-splattered toe.

			“Nice,” Ryder said. “Well, see you in science tomorrow.”

			Sadie shrugged noncommittally, relieved when Ryder passed them by.

			“Wow, Spider-Man shoes? In seventh grade?” Mal asked, sneering just as Sadie had expected her to. “What a baby.”

			“Yeah,” Sadie said, getting into the game effortlessly now that Ryder was out of earshot. “We had to do this black-light fungi experiment in class, and he, like, whimpered when they turned out the lights.”

			Mal laughed, that sharp sound that meant she approved of Sadie’s mockery. “Scared of the dark. Wow. He really is a baby.”

			“Totally,” Sadie agreed as they made their way toward the usually deserted girls’ room near the cafeteria. “He probably has a Spider-Man night-light.”

			She was hoping Mal would laugh again and they could move on to another topic, but that slightly sinister sparkle was in Mal’s eye as she followed Sadie through the door, perching herself on the windowsill.

			“I think we could have some fun with that, don’t you?” she asked Sadie, a dare in her eyes.

			Sadie was immediately apprehensive, but she didn’t want to show it. “What, you mean like break into his house and do an inventory of his Spider-Man toys? No thanks.”

			“No, no,” Mal said, waving her hand impatiently. “Something way better than that.”

			Sadie shrugged. “What do you have in mind?”

			The plan was simple, if totally against several school rules. This, Mal explained in the graveyard later, was what made it fun. And besides, they’d never get caught.

			Sadie’s first job was to pocket one of the classroom doorstops without anyone noticing—which she did later that day in homeroom, pretending to tie her shoe.

			Then, the next day in science, she would “accidentally” spill something on Ryder so he had to go to the bathroom and get cleaned up.

			After he was gone, she’d sneak out of class, follow him to the bathroom, and block the door with the stopper.

			“What about the lights?” Sadie asked Mal the next day, just before class.

			“Let me handle the lights,” Mal said with a smirk. “I know a guy.”

			“I don’t know about this,” she said. “I mean, what if he sees me? Or we, like, scar him for life or something?”

			Mal waved a hand in that nonchalant way of hers. “Please,” she said. “Boys play worse pranks than this on their friends all the time. He’ll be scared for a few minutes, and he’ll have a great story to tell until graduation. We’re really doing him a favor if you think about it.”

			Sadie had seen boys in their grade tripping each other, and making fart sounds with their phones behind each other, and stuff like that. Maybe she just thought it was mean because she’d never had a group of friends who did stuff like that.

			This was exactly the kind of fun the ghost had never let her have. The kind of thing kids had been doing around her for years while she tiptoed through the minefield of being haunted. And that made her mad. So mad that she faced herself in the mirror in her bathroom the morning of the prank with her sternest possible expression.

			“You can’t get to me anymore,” she said in the mirror. She didn’t know if the ghost could hear her, but she felt goose bumps rise on her skin anyway. “My best friend won’t let you. And I’ll do whatever I can to keep it that way.”

			And so, twenty minutes before the fourth-period bell, Sadie knocked her cranberry juice into Ryder’s lap while he leaned over to look in the microscope. She apologized profusely, all the while feeling for the doorstop in her sweatshirt pocket.

			Mrs. Baird, the science teacher, sent Ryder to the bathroom just as Mal had predicted she would, before descending on their table with a mass of paper towels and sending the room into the kind of chaos that only happened when the teacher was occupied.

			In that chaos, Sadie slipped out the door just in time to see Ryder disappear into the single bathroom across the hall.

			This part of the plan was crucial, as only the single bathrooms had doors that opened out. Sadie could hardly believe her luck. He hadn’t seen her. No one knew she was gone.

			Sadie’s hands were steady as she stepped up as quietly as she could and slid the door stopper securely under the crack.

			Now if Mal could make good on her promise to put out the lights…

			Just as Sadie thought it, the whole hallway plunged into darkness. She heard a shout from inside the bathroom. He was definitely freaking out. In the panic of the power outage, kids from Sadie’s class came streaming into the hallway, making it possible for her to watch the door a little longer.

			She could feel her pulse along every inch of her skin. Every second took an eternity.

			In the classrooms and the hallway, light was coming in from the windows. But in the bathroom it would be pitch black. She couldn’t tell if Ryder was still shouting now that the hallway was crowded with kids. But Sadie—scanning the hallway for Mal—told herself if no one found him in the next five minutes she’d kick out the stopper.

			Four minutes passed before a teacher came by. “What’s this doing here?” he muttered, moving it only for Ryder to tumble out, pale and shaking, covered in cranberry juice that almost looked like blood.

			Sadie relaxed then. He looked shaken, but nothing bad had happened. She cataloged every image and sound to relay to Mal after school, already anticipating what a good mood she’d be in.

			On the way out of school, Sadie saw Ryder in the hallway with his friends. He still looked a little jumpy and pale, but he was laughing as she passed.

			“I know it was one of you guys!” he said, punching the boy next to him on the arm. “I’m gonna get you back so bad.”

			Mal had been right about all of it, Sadie thought as she made her way out the front doors of the school. Even out here, people were talking about it.

			“Whoever pulled off that prank is a legend,” said one of the skateboard boys as she passed.

			Sadie didn’t mind being called a legend. Not at all. She relayed it to Mal while they walked to the graveyard.

			“I mean, you helped,” Mal said. “But did you come up with the master plan? Did you blackmail the janitor into showing you the fuse box?”

			“No way,” she said, happy to share the credit with her best friend. “That was all you.”

			“It was good, wasn’t it?” Mal asked, a rare smile on her face.

			“Everyone was talking about it,” Sadie told her. She felt giddy at the thought that people were talking about them, even if they didn’t know they were.

			“We’re notorious,” Mal crowed to the empty graveyard.

			Even when Sadie had been friends with Anna, there was always so much fear. So much hiding, and worrying, and calculating as the ghost’s presence became more and more burdensome. She had never felt as free of that weight as she did in this moment.

			She’d felt a little silly confronting the ghost in the mirror this morning, but now it felt significant. A turning point in her life.

			“I love being your friend,” Sadie said, twirling, impulsive.

			Mal’s face seemed to glow with the praise. “If you love it now, wait until you hear what I come up with next.”
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			It took a few days for Mal to find a suitable next target. Sadie recognized the name when Mal whispered it to her from the neighboring bathroom stall after study hall.

			Marty Phillips. A redhead from Sadie’s social studies class she’d loaned a pencil to the day before.

			“What’s wrong with Marty?” Sadie asked later.

			Mal scoffed in that irritable way of hers. “Her hair is so loud. And she’s always sticking her nose in where it’s not wanted.”

			Sadie, who had barely spoken to the girl, decided to take Mal’s word for it. After all, the whispers about the bathroom prank had faded a bit over the weekend, and Sadie was eager for the rush. The closeness she and Mal had shared after the incident with Ryder.

			When they were planning a prank, Mal didn’t seem as sensitive about the GNC. Sadie and Mal were perfectly in sync, putting the timeline together like a puzzle, honing it until it was just right.

			“She wears a lot of red, too,” Mal said, still ranting about the sins of Marty Phillips. “Like, we get it—you’re a ginger.”

			Her eyes lit up again with that feverish enthusiasm Sadie had come to crave and fear in equal measure.

			“Actually,” Mal said thoughtfully, “if she likes red so much, I’ve got a perfect idea….”
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			Once again, Sadie was in charge of logistics and Mal was the mastermind. The first step was to get a bunch of cherry Kool-Aid.

			“Tell your dad you’re doing a science project,” Mal said when she gave Sadie the instructions. “He’ll probably even help. Just make sure you don’t stain your hands—it’ll be a dead giveaway.”

			“Come over,” Sadie urged Mal as they discussed things in the graveyard on Friday. “Just this once. My dad is cool—he won’t tell your parents.”

			The flash in Mal’s eyes this time was a more dangerous one.

			“I told you not to ask about that,” she snapped. “Parents can’t be trusted. You don’t want me to be locked up and forbidden from seeing you, do you?”

			Sadie had tried to forget about the story of the girl in the attic, but it came back to her now. Along with the dream of herself in the window. Trapped for eternity. “Of course not,” she said. “I just thought it would be fun to do it together.”

			“We are,” Mal assured her, turning sweet again. “All the good parts, anyway.”
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			Over the weekend, Sadie did exactly what Mal said. She told her dad she was doing a science project and got his help making a half gallon of fake blood using Kool-Aid powder.

			It looked so real it almost creeped Sadie out.

			“This is for a group project?” Sadie’s dad asked, grimacing as he helped funnel the viscous liquid into a plastic soda bottle like Mal had instructed.

			“Yeah,” Sadie said breezily. “Mal is doing the other part.”

			It had gotten easier to lie to him. He had been the one to tell Sadie a little lie was okay, back in Arizona when she’d caught him praising their neighbor’s casserole when Sadie knew he hated it. He’d said it was better to spare someone’s feelings even if it meant not being entirely truthful. And these little lies spared Sadie and Mal’s entire friendship. It was worth it, even he would have to agree.

			“You guys sure are spending a lot of time together lately,” Sadie’s dad commented, screwing the top on the bottle and removing his gloves.

			Sadie took hers off, too, glad to see her hands were unmarked. She stuck a second pair of them into her back pocket. They’d come in handy on Monday.

			“Yeah,” Sadie said again, shrugging.

			“I’d love to meet her sometime,” he replied, starting the process of cleaning up.

			“Mal’s parents are, like, super strict,” Sadie said, trying hard to squash the image of Mal here in the kitchen with them. Laughing with her dad like Anna had. “She’s almost never allowed to go to friends’ houses.”

			“Ah,” her dad said. “It must be hard being a kid sometimes, huh?”

			Sadie shrugged. “Can I go to my room and read?” She didn’t want to talk about Mal anymore. What if she accidentally let something slip about the other girl’s home life? What if her dad insisted on calling Mal’s parents and everything was ruined?

			Mal was right. Parents couldn’t be trusted. Not with something as important as this.

			“Sure, kiddo,” her dad said, ruffling her hair. “Thanks for letting me help with this. It was fun.”

			Sadie smiled, then took the fake blood up to her room. It was going to be a long thirty-six hours until go time. She couldn’t wait.
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			Mal and Sadie’s second legendary prank went almost as flawlessly as the first.

			Sadie brought the fake blood to school. Mal had promised to make sure Marty’s locker was unlocked before the second passing period, and that the fire alarm went off just before the end of class.

			As with the lights, Sadie didn’t question how Mal would be able to pull this off. She seemed to move through the school in a way no one else did. She said adults felt sorry for her because of her awful parents. That she didn’t mind using them.

			“I know Linda, in the office,” she told Sadie before school, by the dumpsters. “She always takes a coffee break at ten-twenty. I’ll sneak in and get the combos, open Marty’s locker, and pull the fire alarm. You’ll be all set.”

			“Aren’t you afraid you’ll get caught?” Sadie asked, her pre-prank jitters doing somersaults in her stomach. “I mean…sneaking into the office is a pretty big deal.”

			“Don’t worry,” Mal said, flipping her hair. “I know how to cover my tracks.”

			She didn’t give any more specifics, just told Sadie to have the blood in her backpack and wait for the fire alarm during second period.

			Sadie obeyed. She trusted Mal. If she said it would be fine, it would be.

			On schedule, the bells started shrieking before the end of first period. In the chaos, Sadie darted into the hallway where Marty’s locker was with her backpack full of blood. There was no time to hesitate, which helped with the nerves.

			Mal’s instructions on this part had been specific. Sadie was to open the locker and quickly empty the whole contents of the bottle into it. As soon as it was empty, she’d close the locker and toss the bottle and the gloves in the trash can at the end of the hall.

			By the time Marty got back to her locker, all her stuff would look like it was soaked in blood, which would also be creepily dripping from her locker down onto the one below. If they were lucky, it might even pool on the ground.

			Sadie could already picture the skateboard boys talking about it. And Marty, laughing with her friends once the shock had worn off.

			She made it to Marty’s locker without being caught. The only snag happened when she opened it (unlocked, as promised) and saw all the books and pictures inside. There was even a stuffed animal. A sweatshirt on the hook.

			Sadie hesitated. All this girl’s stuff would be ruined. But she didn’t want to see the look on Mal’s face if she didn’t hold up her end of the bargain, so she forced herself to upend the bottle.

			The effect was dramatic. Terrifying even in its early stages. It really looked like blood.

			Hastily, while the main hall erupted with fire-drill confusion, Sadie stripped off her gloves and disposed of the evidence. She blended in with the crowd in the hall entirely without notice.

			Mal was nowhere in sight, but Sadie knew she’d be at the graveyard today. All her reservations melted away in the anticipation.

			Sadie was just walking back into the hallway when she heard it. A piercing scream coming from the direction of Marty’s locker. She did her best to mimic the looks of shock and fear on the faces around her, letting the crowd carry her to the mouth of the hallway.

			Marty was standing in front of her locker, sneakers splattered in red. Her books were dripping, and she looked pale with shock and fear beneath her orange hair.

			“What happened?” came a voice from behind Sadie. She turned to see Charlotte approaching, for once traveling without her GNC honor guard.

			Suddenly, Sadie was filled with the desire to let Charlotte in on the secret. Just a little wink and a nod to let her know Sadie wasn’t such a shy little nobody anymore. She was notorious.

			But before she could, she remembered Mal’s sensitivity about Charlotte. She would be absolutely furious if she thought Sadie had let her into their little secret world—and could Sadie really blame her? This was their thing, after all. A best-friends-only thing.

			“Another prank, maybe?” Sadie said vaguely. “I don’t know. I just heard screaming.”

			“Ha!” shouted a skateboard boy from the end of the hallway. “The epic prankster strikes again!”

			Sadie felt her face flush with the praise, and she wanted more. She didn’t need to let Charlotte in on things to get her reaction, right? “It’s pretty good, isn’t it?” she asked, trying not to smile too big.

			“I don’t think so at all,” Charlotte said. Her concerned eyes were trained on Marty as two teachers finally converged on the mess.

			Sadie’s glowing balloon was immediately punctured. “I just mean someone put a lot of work into it,” she clarified. “It’s dramatic.”

			“It’s mean,” Charlotte argued, not backing down. “Look at Marty—her things are all ruined. She’s terrified. I just don’t get who would think this kind of thing was funny.”

			Sadie wanted to retort that lots of people thought this stuff was funny. That maybe Charlotte just couldn’t stomach it. She was starting to think maybe Mal had been right about Charlotte.

			But before she could say anything, an adult—Sadie thought it was an eighth-grade homeroom teacher—reached into the trash can and pulled out the bottle and gloves.

			“Rest assured,” she said to the gathered students as Marty was led off toward the office. “We don’t tolerate bullying at Corfield. Whoever is responsible for this will be caught, and the punishment will be severe.”

			Charlotte looked at Sadie as if to say she’d told her so. Sadie didn’t know what to think. Bullying? It had just been a joke….

			“Sadie, if you know anything about these pranks, you should really tell someone,” Charlotte said seriously. “Someone could get hurt.”

			Still watching Marty as she extracted her dripping sweatshirt from her locker, Sadie didn’t answer. But it didn’t look like Marty would be laughing about this with her friends anytime soon.

			“And listen…I wish you’d hang out with us more,” Charlotte pressed. “Eat lunch with us, hang out on the weekends maybe. You don’t have to be alone all the time, you know?”

			At the end of the hallway, the door banged open. A chilly breeze blew through, rustling the few dry papers at Marty’s feet.

			Just a coincidence, Sadie told herself. It was a windy day. She muttered her thanks over the pounding of her heart.

			She wouldn’t be taking Charlotte up on her offer, because Charlotte was wrong. Sadie wasn’t alone. She had Mal.
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			Sadie did her best to put aside her complicated feelings about the prank before she reached the graveyard that day, but Mal, as always, was too observant to be fooled.

			“What’s with you?” she asked as they walked their usual loop. “We pulled off another legendary prank today! You should be proud.”

			“I am,” she said quickly. “It was amazing, but…”

			“But what?” Mal prompted.

			Sadie really didn’t want to disappoint Mal, but the other girl hadn’t been there in the hallway. She hadn’t seen the look on Marty’s face, or heard what the homeroom teacher said when she found the gloves and the bottle. Maybe once Sadie explained, Mal would agree that they’d gone a little too far this time.

			“It was just a little intense in the hallway after,” she began cautiously. “The teachers seem really serious about catching whoever’s doing it, and I don’t want us to get in trouble, you know? I mean, one of the teachers called it bullying. If they send a note home or something, my dad knows I made all that blood…” Sadie didn’t dare mention Charlotte’s opinion. Not if she wanted Mal to stay in a good mood.

			“It’s not bullying,” Mal said, impatient. “No one’s getting hurt—unless they’re too much of a baby for a little fun. And they’ll never catch us.” She flipped her hair. “I’ll make sure of it.”

			“You can’t make sure,” Sadie said without thinking. “I was the one standing there when they pulled the gloves out of the trash. I’m the one whose dad will guess what happened. I could get suspended, or grounded, or forced to go back to counseling.”

			Mal stopped walking. Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t say anything, but her silence was almost worse than words.

			Sadie felt sick to her stomach. “I don’t want your parents getting mad, either, I know how strict they are. And I mean…we can do anything together, right? It doesn’t have to be pranks, does it…?”

			She trailed off, embarrassed. Scared that Mal would decide she was too much of a baby. That she’d find a friend who didn’t care so much about breaking the rules. A lot of times, Sadie worried their friendship didn’t make sense. That Mal would get bored of her eventually.

			Sadie knew what it felt like to lose your best friend. She remembered the long, nothing-filled days after Anna. The loneliness so deep it felt like it would never end. The guilt that it had all been her fault. That if she just could have been normal, nothing bad would have happened…

			“I’m sorry,” Mal said after a long minute. Her tone was cold and distant, not excited like it had been a minute before. “I thought we were best friends.”

			“We are best friends!” Sadie assured her, the sick feeling getting worse as she scrambled to make Mal understand. “I always want to be best friends!” The memory of that friendless nothingness was worse than any punishment the school or her dad could dole out. She knew in that moment that she’d do whatever Mal asked as long as she didn’t have to go back there.

			“That’s funny,” Mal said, her eyes still slits in her doll-like face. “I always thought best friends stood by each other. That they cared about the things that were important to each other.”

			“I do care,” Sadie said. It had seemed important in the hallway, but now Sadie knew there was nothing more important than this. Mal had been lonely, too. They had found each other. Saved each other. If the pranks kept them together, it was worth it. For both of them.

			“Look, I’m probably just shaken up by what the teacher said back there,” Sadie assured her. “You’re right—if it’s important to you, it’s important to me. We’ll just be careful. We’ll find a way.”

			The frost in Mal’s expression melted immediately, that beatific smile shining through once more. The relief that flooded Sadie at the sight of it was physical. Like pins and needles in her whole body.

			“I knew you were the best best friend,” Mal said, like none of it had ever happened. “We make a great team. Everyone thinks so.”

			“We do,” Sadie said, feeling the monster of her fear take a step or two back. “I can’t believe I ever wanted to stop.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The next week, they filled Malcolm Tanner’s backpack with live earthworms and graveyard dirt. Sadie dug them up after a rainstorm while Mal looked for the slime trails that revealed them.

			It had taken two full days of after-school digging to get enough. Almost fifty, even if you didn’t count the one that split in half and kept wriggling.

			Mal told Sadie to keep them at her house in a jar with holes in the lid—along with the dirt. When the time came, she waited for the five-minute break during homeroom and dumped them quietly when no one was looking.

			Sadie didn’t know Malcolm, either. The only time she’d spoken to him was once when he’d asked to look at her notes before a test. She gave them to him without answering, sitting nearby until he’d finished copying them down.

			“Thanks,” he’d said, smiling. “I’m Malcolm, by the way.”

			“Sadie,” she’d replied, then made her way to her seat across the room.

			Mal had insisted he had it coming, though, and she didn’t like to be questioned. Sadie didn’t mind. Mal always had her reasons. She saw people differently than Sadie did. She understood them. What they were like. What would terrify them most.

			It came from years of therapy, Mal said, like it was normal. But Sadie thought of it as almost a superpower.

			She had turned in surprise along with everyone else when Malcolm yelped in class, falling out of his chair when he reached into his backpack for his notebook. Dirt and worms and a rusty railroad spike Mal had insisted on spilled out. The worms were still wriggling.

			“Okay, that one’s kinda messed up,” Sadie heard one of the skateboard boys say in the hall at lunchtime. “Worms are, like, alive. They have rights.”

			Sadie hurried out of the room before she could hear more.

			Mal had already been picked up by her nanny—who came fifteen minutes before the end of class to avoid the crowd. She wouldn’t be back until halfway through the block after lunch. Her parents had a special deal with the school. Mal said they had donated a lot of money to keep the music program alive, so the principal basically let them do whatever they wanted.

			Today, for the first time in a while, Sadie didn’t mind eating lunch alone. She had graphic novel club after school, and Mal always had a hard time on those days. She was usually distant before the meetings, cold and cutting, like Sadie was one of their prank victims and not her best friend.

			Sadie knew she was just feeling left out because of her parents. That it wasn’t about her, just about the circumstances.

			Best friends, Mal had said, supported each other when they were feeling sad. And Sadie tried her best. But after the meetings, all Mal wanted to talk about was what happened in the club. Who Sadie had spoken to, and who she had made eye contact with and why.

			Sadie always tried to tell Mal she didn’t talk to anyone at GNC anymore. Not really. But Mal never believed her. She grilled her again and again until Sadie swore on the closest grave that she hadn’t. She really hadn’t.

			It was tough, but it was also worth it. Because when Mal finally believed Sadie, she would smile that big, contented smile of hers, and Sadie would relax, and Mal would tell her a new ghost story among the headstones and tall trees.

			Best friendship wasn’t easy, Sadie was learning. But that was what made it special.
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			That day, at GNC, Charlotte was at the other end of the table from Sadie. She and Cory were talking about their favorite ships in The Owl House.

			Sadie was itching to tell them she liked Willow and Hunter. Mal didn’t watch TV or read anything modern, so she was always bored when Sadie brought up that stuff. But of course she couldn’t. Not unless she wanted to upset Mal even more than usual today.

			With Charlotte occupied, Sadie settled in with her book, counting down the minutes until she could escape to the cemetery. But near the end of the meeting, Kelsey Thompson, who had asked Sadie about Lumberjanes on the first day she’d attended, surprised Sadie by dropping into the chair next to hers.

			Immediately, Sadie’s heart started beating too fast. Kelsey hadn’t talked to her directly since that first day, she hadn’t even known to be careful around her.

			“I saw you at the graveyard yesterday,” Kelsey said. The pins on her jacket caught the late-afternoon sunlight through the window. “You were sitting in that old gnarled tree.”

			Sadie was instantly on her guard. Her dad still didn’t know she hung out at the cemetery after school. Would Kelsey tell her parents? Would Sadie lose her precious hours with Mal?

			“Anyway,” the girl said when it was clear Sadie wasn’t going to be able to form an intelligible response, “it’s pretty Goth of you to hang around a graveyard. Try this sometime.” On the table between them, she set a shiny purple tube.

			Sadie just looked at it. Like it was a live snake about to bite her.

			“It’s lipstick,” Kelsey said in response to Sadie’s silence. She pointed at her own lips, filled in with a purple so dark it was almost black.

			“Thanks,” Sadie mumbled. She didn’t know how to leave the lipstick without being rude, so she stowed it deep in the least used pocket of her backpack.
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			After the club let out, Sadie made her way as quickly as possible to the dumpsters. Mal said best friends didn’t make each other wait.

			Mal was standing there as usual, facing away from her. Sadie could practically feel the lipstick burning a hole through her backpack. Would it be better to tell Mal? she wondered. Make it out like Kelsey’s Goth fashion was pathetic? Maybe give Mal the lipstick, or let her destroy it…

			So lost in her own worries about the lipstick, Sadie didn’t notice the lamp flickering on the wall until the buzzing sound broke into her thoughts. Her heart dropped like a stone. Was the crawling feeling across her skin evidence of the ghost’s gaze after all this time? She couldn’t remember if it had started before or after she saw the light.

			What if the ghost was here, ready to separate her from Mal once and for all?

			Had Sadie been stupid to think Mal was holding it at bay this whole time? Her chest felt tight, her breath coming in shallow rasps like it hadn’t since the week she and Mal had fought.

			“What are you doing?” Mal asked, finally noticing Sadie’s slow, panicked approach.

			“I…um…” Sadie’s eyes were fixed on the light, which flickered once more, then went out entirely. She flinched, jumping back, waiting for the cold and the pressure drop….

			“Oh my god, are you freaked about that light?” Mal asked, that cutting smile dancing around her lips. “It’s been on the fritz for days—the bulb’s just out. Did you think it was the ghost?”

			Sadie just nodded, wiping cold sweat off her forehead.

			Mal laughed. It was a sharp sound. “Sorry to break it to you, Sadie,” she said, “but you’re not getting rid of me that easily.”
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			After the drama of the lightbulb, Sadie had decided not to mentioned Kelsey or the lipstick. When she got home that night, she’d stowed it away deep in a drawer of sweaters she never wore.

			It wasn’t that she was lying to Mal, she reasoned. She just didn’t want to say anything that would upset her when she was already having a difficult time. Mal would worry that the lipstick made Kelsey and Sadie friends, but they weren’t. So telling her would only stress Mal out for no reason.

			The next morning, Sadie’s dad left early for work. “You okay walking to school?” he asked. “I can dig your bike out of the garage for you. I’m sure the lock still works.”

			At the mention of her bike, Sadie froze. In her mind’s eye, the purple ten-speed she’d gotten for her birthday was lying on its side between the stripes of the crosswalk. All around her, the sounds of sirens filled the air.

			“I can’t.” She heard her own voice as if it was coming from far away.

			“Your last counselor said it might be a good place to start,” her dad pressed gently. “School’s only a few blocks away.”

			“I said I can’t.”

			Her dad sighed. Not the disappointed kind—the worried kind, which was somehow worse.

			“I’ll walk,” Sadie said, struggling back to the surface of her memories. “It’s okay. There’s never any space in the bike racks anyway.”

			“Sadie—” her dad began, but Sadie got to her feet.

			“I’ve gotta go,” she said. “I’m gonna be late.”
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			Sadie walked to school slowly. She’d left way earlier than she needed to. The memories of her bike in the road, the sirens, the car horns were hard to shake off.

			“Hey, best friend.”

			Sadie nearly jumped out of her skin. Up ahead, leaning against the wall of a boarded-up storefront, was Mal, grinning that mischievous grin of hers.

			“What are you doing over here?” Sadie asked, her heart beating out of her rib cage. She had never seen Mal on the way to school before. “I thought your house was way up on the hill.”

			“Yeah, on the nicer side of town,” Mal said with a hair flip. “And anyway, you’re gonna feel bad for not being happy to see me when you hear what I came all the way over here for.”

			Hand on her chest, Sadie resumed walking, Mal falling into step beside her.

			Before she could answer, Sadie’s dad drove by on his way to work. “Have a good day at school, Sadie!” He honked and waved. Sadie waved back. At least now she could tell him he’d seen Mal, even if he couldn’t meet her.

			“That’s my dad,” Sadie said by way of explanation.

			“Good for you,” Mal snapped. “Do you want to know what I came over for, or not?”

			“Sorry,” Sadie said when the car had turned the corner. “What’s going on?”

			“I know who our next victim is.” Mal’s teeth looked sharp when she smiled. Like a shark, or a growling dog on the other side of a fence.

			“Great,” Sadie said, trying to sound excited. “Fill me in.”

			Mal paused for dramatic effect. “It’s Kelsey Thompson,” she said, her voice shooting up giddily. “I’ve had my eye on her for a while. She thinks she’s so Goth—let’s show her what it’s like to be scared to death.”

			Sadie’s heart began to pound. She knew she had only seconds to respond before Mal took her lack of enthusiasm personally, but she was tied up in knots. Did Mal somehow know what had happened yesterday? Had she been watching? Had someone told her?

			If she found out Sadie had lied to her, she’d be livid. Sadie making friends in the GNC and not being honest about it was one of Mal’s biggest fears. She’d be so angry she might leave Sadie behind for good.

			Sadie would be alone again. And everything would be back to the way it was after Anna, only worse.

			“Hmm,” she said, pretending to think as her heart hammered against her ribs. Her palms were sweaty. She didn’t dare wipe them on her jeans. “I think she’s in the GNC, right? Denim jacket, lots of pins?”

			“Bingo,” Mal said, her pupils wide as she stared at Sadie. “She’s so pretentious, don’t you think?”

			Sadie didn’t think Kelsey was pretentious at all. She didn’t know her well, but she seemed like a kind person, and she had very cool taste in books, and pins, and basically everything. But of course Sadie couldn’t say this to Mal. It would only make things worse.

			“Totally,” Sadie agreed, turning the corner onto the block where their school was. “I mean, I’m sure I would think so if I knew her better.”

			“Trust me,” Mal said.

			“I do.”

			“And the best news?” Mal said, stopping, forcing Sadie to do the same even though the bell was due any minute. “I’m letting you pick the prank this time. Anything you want as long as it’s good, okay? If you go too easy, I’ll think you’re trying to protect her or something.”

			Mal laughed like this was the funniest joke in the world. Sadie had to force herself to laugh along.
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			Sadie couldn’t focus for the rest of the day. She felt like she was walking underwater.

			Of course Kelsey was everywhere she looked. At her locker in the main hall, laughing at Charlotte’s table in the cafeteria. Once or twice, Kelsey caught Sadie glancing at her and smiled.

			Sadie’s guilt turned somersaults in her stomach whenever they locked eyes. Kelsey probably thought Sadie was looking at her because of the lipstick, but the truth was so much worse.

			All day, Sadie dreaded the end of school. She almost wished there was a GNC meeting just so she could delay the inevitable. But Mal would never believe she was sick, or that her dad had made her come home early.

			And when Sadie got to the dumpsters, Mal would expect her to have an idea for the prank.

			By the last period of the day, Sadie’s stomach had started to hurt. She had been trying all day, but she couldn’t come up with anything. Mal had told her choosing something weak would be a mistake, but Sadie couldn’t imagine doing anything genuinely hurtful to Kelsey….

			And even if she had wanted to, there were the consequences to think about. That teacher, promising whoever was responsible for the pranks would be caught and punished severely.

			The last hour of school passed in what felt like a matter of minutes. The crush of bodies and chatter that signified the end of the day filled the halls. Sadie didn’t dare dawdle at her locker. This was bad enough without Mal thinking she was avoiding her on top of everything.

			“So?” Mal said impatiently when Sadie arrived, right on time. “What are we doing to Kelsey?”

			Sadie twisted her T-shirt hem in her fingers, unable to look up at her best friend. “Mal, I thought about it all day. I just don’t think I have the brain for this kind of thing. I’m not smart like you—I don’t have any idea what would scare her.”

			For a long moment, Mal was silent. Her face was utterly impassive, like it was carved from stone. Sadie’s palms were sweating again. She felt almost as bad as she had when the ghost had been near, but this time it was all coming from inside.

			Finally, to Sadie’s immense relief, Mal cracked a smile.

			“I knew you couldn’t do it.” She rolled her eyes, turning toward the familiar path to the graveyard. “I just wanted to remind you how much you need me.”

			Sadie’s relief intensified. Mal wasn’t mad. She was smiling, in fact. Laughing.

			“Lighten up, Sadie!” she said. “I’m your best friend! I could never be mad at you for wanting my help!”

			Sadie felt ridiculous for how anxious she’d been. She was new to friendship; that was all. It was silly to think Mal would have been angry with her.

			“Honestly, maybe we should just skip this one,” Sadie said, giddy with the relief of avoiding Mal’s wrath. “Wait until the teachers stop looking for someone to punish?”

			Mal’s eyes flashed. Sadie’s stomach tensed again.

			“Oh, we’re doing the prank,” she said. “And believe me, it’s a doozy.”
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			The next day, Sadie went home early from the graveyard. It was all part of Mal’s plan. Her dad wouldn’t be home from work for another hour or so, but she had to get to work right away if she wanted to have enough time.

			From the kitchen, she retrieved a big knife, and from the garage a sharp metal shovel for gardening. She pulled out her dresser just a little, and with a feeling of uneasiness, she began to hack at her bedroom wall with the knife.

			It took the better part of thirty minutes to make a small hole. When she had, Sadie stuck the shovel inside, scraping, widening until it was just big enough for her fist to pass through.

			Then she carefully hid the evidence and waited upstairs until she heard her dad’s car.

			“Dad!” she cried, the moment the door opened.

			“Sadie? Are you okay?”

			“Come up here, Dad! It’s gross!”

			“What’s gross?” he called, his feet taking the stairs loudly, two at a time.

			“Look!” Sadie said, pointing in disgust and horror at the hole she had scratched through the plaster. The structure of the wall was visible inside, like a ladder of dark wood with countless cubbies where vermin could live.

			“What the—” her dad replied, kneeling down to peer closer.

			“I thought I heard scratching from back here the other night, and I heard it again today and got scared, and— Ugh!”

			“I’m sorry sweetie,” her dad said, moving the dresser the rest of the way out. “Looks like we have critters in here.”

			“Disgusting!” Sadie cried in her most convincing grossed-out voice. “What do we do? Like, get traps?”

			“Yeah, I’ll have to pick some up from the hardware store,” her dad said, getting to his feet and rubbing his eyes behind his glasses.

			He looked tired. Sadie felt guilt, heavy in her stomach again. But what could she do? Mal had already been nice enough not to get upset about her failure earlier. And it wasn’t fair to ask Mal to get the traps—not when her parents were barely ever home and Mal’s nanny was so mean and suspicious.

			“Okay, well…get a lot,” Sadie said, still looking warily at her handiwork. “Just in case there’s more than one.”

			“You got it, kiddo,” her dad said. “Hey, let’s go out for pizza tonight, huh? Get your mind off things?”

			Sadie almost immediately said yes. She had loved going out for pizza with her dad when she was younger. He had taken her and Anna sometimes, when it was a special occasion. Let them play pinball with the spare quarters he saved up in a big jar.

			But there was only one pizza place in Corfield, and it was popular. Sadie knew she might see someone from school, from the GNC. How would Mal feel if Sadie ran into someone? Had to be polite because of her dad?

			“I actually have a lot of homework,” Sadie lied, feeling awful when her dad’s face fell. “Another time?”

			“Sure,” he said, ruffling her hair like he hadn’t in a long time. “I’ll order one for pickup, okay? And grab those traps on the way back.”

			“A lot?” Sadie confirmed. She only had one chance to get this part right.

			“As many as I can find,” her dad promised.

			“Okay,” Sadie said. “Thanks, Dad.”

			“I love you, kiddo,” he said, smiling at her. “I’m really proud of all the progress you’ve made since we got here, you know? Joining the club. Making friends. Keeping up with your schoolwork. It’s nice to see you happy again.”

			Sadie tried not to let this new wave of guilt show when she smiled back. Would her dad be proud of her if he knew she was lying? Playing mean pranks on the people who were kind to her at school?

			It was no use. Her eyes filled up with tears as she thought about it, and her dad noticed.

			“Hey,” he said, crossing the room, putting his hands on her shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

			Sadie didn’t know how to answer. For a minute, she wanted to tell him everything. About Mal and the pranks. How she didn’t want to do them anymore but she didn’t want to let down her friend. About Mal and how lonely she was and how much work it sometimes felt like to keep her from getting upset.

			Against the window, a tree branch scraped, a screeching noise that made Sadie think of the ghost. She jumped, goose bumps erupting on her arms.

			“You worried about the rats?” he asked.

			Sadie shook her head, still balanced on the knife’s edge.

			“Are you missing Anna?”

			At the thought of Anna, the tears came thicker and faster. She had lost her best friend in the world, and here she was complaining about how hard it was to have another one. She should have felt lucky. She should have been doing anything she could to make sure nothing ever came between her and Mal.

			If she could have gone back and done something, anything, not to lose Anna, wouldn’t she? Why was doing pranks with Mal any different?

			“Yeah,” Sadie sniffed after a long silence. “Yeah, sometimes it’s still hard. Thinking of those bad days after she was gone. I worry about it happening again.”

			“It won’t,” her dad said, pushing her hair out of her eyes. “It’s a good thing, you making friends. She would be happy for you.”

			“Thanks, Dad,” Sadie said. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too.”

			Her dad went out for pizza twenty minutes later, coming home with a large extra cheese and a whole bag full of rodent traps.

			Sadie took two slices and made sure her dad saw her smiling before she took them up to her room. Before bed, he came in to set up a trap inside the hole in her wall.

			Once he was asleep, Sadie snuck down into the kitchen and put three unopened traps in her backpack.
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			At the very least, this prank took a long time to set up. Mal was thrilled that she had gotten the traps so quickly, and Sadie told the whole story of carving the hole and talking to her dad to avoid questions about Kelsey.

			That morning before school, Sadie had thrown the lipstick in the trash. She just never knew what Mal might find out somehow.

			“…so then, I told him we needed a bunch in case there were more rats than we thought. He ate it up.” She didn’t mention the part where she’d cried because she knew her dad wouldn’t approve of what she was doing. Or the part where they talked about Anna.

			Mal said talking about Anna made her sad. That she knew she could never live up to a dead girl, even if Anna hadn’t been so perfect. It hurt Sadie’s feelings at first. But she tried to understand. How would she feel if Mal had a best friend before her? One whose memory was always with her?

			“This is the spot I saw the rats,” Mal said, thankfully not reading any of these hidden thoughts on Sadie’s face. “Let’s set the traps.”

			They were behind the mausoleum. There was a massive tree here with little caverns in its protruding roots. Mal swore she’d seen rats darting in and out of them before—nice big ones. The kind that made people scream.

			Sadie set the traps with string cheese from her lunch while Mal watched, her arms folded. When they were all set and ready they stood back to admire the handiwork.

			“Hopefully we’ll get one soon,” Mal said, rubbing her hands together gleefully. “Maybe we’ll get more than one.”

			“I think one is enough,” Sadie said, trying not to picture its lifeless form, or what they were planning to do with it.
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			Days passed, and no rat. They reset the traps daily to make sure they were fresh.

			“What’s taking so long?” Mal asked on Friday, frustration in every line of her pale face.

			“Maybe they don’t like string cheese,” Sadie offered.

			Mal stomped off, and Sadie had no choice but to follow.

			“I’m tired of waiting!” Mal cried, storming down the path, her coat billowing out behind her. “Kelsey is just walking around freely when she deserves to be punished.”

			Punished for what? Sadie wondered, but she didn’t dare ask. Not in case the answer was the lipstick tube at the bottom of her bathroom trash can. She didn’t want to believe Mal would do something like this to someone just for being nice to Sadie.

			She had only gotten through the gauntlet of pranks by imagining Mal had her own, unconfessed reasons for hating the victims. Reasons that had nothing to do with Sadie.

			Some things you’re better off not knowing, Sadie thought. Even about your best friend.

			For a moment, she remembered saying these same words to Anna that fateful day. Walking their bikes across Main Street. Only, then she had been talking about her own secrets. Secrets she’d never been brave enough to tell her best friend.

			Secrets that had gotten Anna killed only minutes later…

			“I’m sure there will be a rat tomorrow,” Sadie said, trying to shake the memory off. To breathe through the tightness in her chest so Mal didn’t guess she was close to crying.

			“There better be,” Mal said.
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			There was.

			Sadie used the tongs she’d taken from the kitchen to pick it up and drop it into a paper bag. She wrapped up that bag and put it into a plastic one.

			“Perfect,” Mal said, serene again now that the plan was back in motion. “Tomorrow’s the day.”

			Back at home, the plastic bag masked the smell of the decaying rat. But Sadie was still too aware of its presence in her room. It drew all her attention to it, making her heart pound and her skin prickle.

			She couldn’t help imagining Anna lifeless like the rat had been. Anna’s eyes staring without seeing. After she was gone, Sadie had read everything she could find about dying in library books. She knew rigor mortis happened within a few hours, where bodies went stiff as a stone. After that was putrefaction. Bacteria spreading all through the tissues. That was what caused the smell.

			By then, the person, their consciousness, was long gone. She wondered where rat souls went when they died. If there were good ones and bad ones like with people.

			Eventually Sadie took her backpack outside and stashed it behind her bike, which her dad had gotten out of the garage a couple of days ago. She didn’t like looking at it, but at least it was good for this.

			Even with the rat outside, Sadie still didn’t sleep much. When she did she dreamed of Anna again.

			“How can you say that?” Anna was asking, hurt and shock in her eyes. “You know you’re my best friend in the world.”

			“It’s for the best,” Sadie said. She didn’t want to say it, but this wasn’t a normal dream, it was a memory. She said it because she had already said it. Because it could never be taken back. “You have to trust me. This is what has to happen.”

			“No!” Anna cried, the tears spilling over. “I know something’s bothering you. Just tell me what it is, please. Don’t push me away. I can help….”

			The dream began to pull away, Sadie’s unconscious mind rejecting the pain that was about to come.

			“You can’t,” Sadie heard her own voice say, as if from the end of a long, dark tunnel. “No one can.”
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			Kelsey and Sadie only had one class together, and it was study hall. Luckily, Kelsey’s desk was in the very back by the coat racks—and it was library day.

			Sadie left her backpack on the rack as they lined up, the teacher taking attendance as they got ready to head up the hallway.

			Sadie stood in the back of the line, letting her hair hang over her face. She tried to will herself to become invisible. Once the group had set off, she waited for her moment and doubled back, heading into the dark classroom alone.

			The plastic bag came out of Sadie’s backpack. She tore it open as Mal had instructed and put just the paper bag into Kelsey’s desk as quickly as she could.

			The smell was unbelievable. The most awful thing Sadie had ever smelled by a long shot. She gagged twice trying to position it so the desk would close. Eventually she gave up, letting the lid sit slightly crooked.

			Sadie shoved the gloves she wore and the plastic bag into the trash can at the back of the classroom, then slipped back into the hall, breathing deeply through her nose to calm the nausea.

			There were only a few minutes to catch up with her class before someone noticed she was missing. Sadie walked as quickly as she could through the empty hall. From one classroom she heard the sound of laughter through an open door.

			None of the kids inside had touched a dead rat today, and for that reason alone, Sadie envied them.

			“Psst,” came a whisper from up ahead. Mal, leaning against the wall in an alcove off the science hall.

			Sadie hurried over to her. “What are you doing?” she whispered. “We can’t both be out of class, they’ll suspect something.”

			This probably wasn’t strictly true, but Sadie didn’t want to see Mal right now. She was disgusted, still nauseous from the rat smell, and she hated this prank. She was worried Mal would be able to tell. That she’d be upset.

			“Did you do it?” Mal asked, ignoring Sadie’s question and her warning.

			“Yes, and if I don’t get to the library right now, everyone is gonna know it was me.”

			“Sor-ry,” Mal said snottily. “I just want to know how my plan is going, best friend.”

			In that tone, Sadie thought the title sounded more like a threat than an endearment.

			“I gotta go,” she said.

			“Don’t walk away from me!” Mal called, but Sadie was already gone.
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			There had to be some science explaining why time passed so much faster when you were dreading something, Sadie thought as the first half of study hall shot past at light speed.

			Kelsey was sitting with a few friends at one of the round tables, flipping through a massive reference book about the ocean.

			Sadie had spent a few seconds wandering the aisles when she got back so that when she approached her class it looked like she’d just been perusing the shelves, not committing a crime. She picked a book at random off the shelf and sat at the end of a table with a bunch of other kids. She’d need someone to remember she had been here just in case.

			All the words on the page she opened to blurred together into a jumbled haze. In it, Sadie could see the hole in her bedroom wall, the bike, the rat….

			“Time to head back,” called Mrs. Polk, their study hall warden. “Don’t make too much noise in the halls.”

			It couldn’t have been more than three minutes, Sadie thought deliriously. But when she looked at the clock, she saw she’d been staring down at this one page for nearly an hour.

			One of her therapists had explained the idea of dissociation to Sadie shortly after Anna died, she remembered. The idea was that your mind sometimes took a little vacation from your body when there were really scary things going on.

			It was a survival skill, the woman had assured her. Her mind and body trying to protect her from things that caused her pain. But it was better to ground yourself in your body when you could. To find a way to be safe there. Sadie hadn’t let herself go on a vacation like this for a long time, but as she walked back to study hall, she felt it happening. She was drifting outside of herself. She couldn’t feel her feet hitting the ground.

			There was a wavy haze around everything. Like when it got so hot the air was warped as it rose off the blacktop.

			The classroom door was so far away.

			And then it was much closer.

			And then it was opening, and someone was coughing.

			“Dang!” shouted one of the skateboard boys. “That smells rancid!”

			Everyone crowded in to confirm. Several people came out coughing, gagging, but Sadie couldn’t smell it anymore. Smelling meant you had a nose, and Sadie was just a little wisp of consciousness hovering against the ceiling.

			It was nicer up here, she thought. Away from everything.

			“Everyone settle down,” called Mrs. Polk, her voice faint like an out of tune radio. “We’ll get to the bottom of this, but everyone needs to calm down. Gather your things. It’s all right.”

			From the ceiling, Sadie watched Kelsey approach her desk, shirt pulled up over her nose. It looked like Kelsey was moving in slow motion.

			She was across the room.

			She was halfway there.

			She was reaching for the desk.

			“Wait!” Sadie heard herself shout, from way up on the ceiling. “Don’t open it!”

			Kelsey turned to look at the Sadie on the ground, as did everyone else in the room.

			“Look at the desk.” Sadie’s body lifted its arm, pointing at the lid, which was still askew from where she hadn’t quite been able to close it. “It might be another prank.”

			It didn’t truly start to sink in until she said the word prank. Until Kelsey stepped away from her desk and the teacher rushed over.

			Sadie was forgotten as the teacher extracted the bag, peered inside, gagged, and told everyone to leave the room. Some people did immediately, while others—the skateboard boys, mainly—crowded closer, attempting to get a look inside the bag as the teacher held it above her head, shouting.

			Kelsey made her way out along with the rest of the class. Sadie, somehow, was already in the hall, though she didn’t remember leaving the room.

			“Good looking out,” Kelsey said, reaching out with a fist to bump.

			Sadie didn’t dare make contact.

			“It was nothing,” she said, and scooped up her backpack to walk away.

			But it wasn’t nothing. The dread hit like a tidal wave the moment Sadie was alone, sucking her back into her body like undertow even as she fought it. What would Mal do when she heard Sadie had ruined the prank?

			The one they’d spent so long planning.

			The one against a girl Mal already suspected Sadie of being too friendly with.

			There was still more of the school day left, but Sadie knew she couldn’t face Mal. Not today.

			“There was definitely something dead in there,” one of the boys was saying. The teacher had finally managed to chase them out into the hall.

			“I think it was a mouse.”

			“Way too big to be a mouse. It was a cat or something.”

			“Foul!”

			“I know!”

			As it had before, news of the prank spread through the halls, changing with each telling. Sadie couldn’t believe there had once been a time when this was her favorite part. She slipped out the front doors unnoticed, knowing this would only make everything worse in the long run, but she couldn’t make herself stop.

			Fight or flight, her therapist had called this panic response. Flight of the mind or the body. Today, Sadie had done both.
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			Sadie told her dad she was sick when he got home, asked him to call and excuse her absence. She didn’t go to school the next day, either.

			Instead, she did something she hadn’t since she was a little kid and asked him to stay home with her. Make her a bed on the couch so she didn’t have to be alone. Sadie didn’t know if her dad realized she wasn’t really sick, but either way he didn’t push the issue. He put on silly movies and brought her soup and adjusted her blankets.

			She might not have been physically sick, but Sadie was exhausted. She dozed in and out for most of the day, the strange skittering creatures of her dreams following her into waking, making her feel like there was something crawling on her skin.

			“You’re okay,” her dad said when she woke for the third time, wide-eyed and panting, batting at things she couldn’t see. “You’re okay.”

			She fell back asleep then and woke alone with late-afternoon sun streaming through the window, knowing something was horribly wrong. She felt the way she’d felt during the worst moments of the ghost’s reign of terror. Like someone was watching her.

			Still half asleep, Sadie scanned the room, frozen beneath her covers. When she got to the window, she felt like she’d been doused in freezing water. Mal was standing outside the window. Her small frame and angular face radiated fury, even through the glass. But it was her eyes that drew Sadie in. They didn’t look gray in this light, but black. Lifeless, like the rat’s. They seemed to say that Sadie had failed her for the last time.

			Twisted in her blanket from tossing and turning in her sleep, Sadie struggled to get to her feet. By the time she was free, Mal was gone from the window, but Sadie was sure she was waiting outside. That she’d demand an explanation—or worse.

			Sadie’s dad was no longer in the room—she thought she heard the shower upstairs. Her heart hammered so hard she could feel it in her throat. What would Mal do if she ran upstairs and hid? If she asked her dad to say she was too sick to talk?

			It would only make everything worse, she knew. Her mouth was dry, and the dream feeling hung around like smoke, making everything pulse at the edges of her vision.

			Taking a deep breath, Sadie opened the front door. But there was no one there.

			“Mal?” she said, walking out in her bare feet. “Are you out here?”

			The sunlight was too bright. It made everything hazy. Sadie staggered across the yard, looking for Mal, dreading the moment when she found her—but Mal had vanished. Sadie tripped over something hard and metal, sprawling on the driveway concrete.

			She was trapped, she realized, panic surging through her. Trapped under her bike, which she had moved when she got her backpack this morning. Sadie thrashed around, trying to get free, feeling like the metal was grabbing at her clothes, her hair and skin.

			It was all here again, crashing over her. The bike in the crosswalk. The blinking light. The horns and sirens. The blood. Anna…

			Sadie screamed. She couldn’t get free. Within minutes, her dad was above her, hair wet from the shower.

			“Sadie? What are you doing out here?” He lifted the bike off her, but she couldn’t stand. Her legs were shaking. She thought she might be crying, but she couldn’t tell.

			“My…my friend,” Sadie stuttered. “She’s out here somewhere, and she’ll be mad if I don’t find her. If I don’t explain why I left.”

			“You need to get in the house,” her dad said, lifting her up, carrying her back through the door. “You probably have a fever. You don’t need to be out here barefoot in the cold.”

			The cold, Sadie thought. She hadn’t even noticed it.

			She made her dad check the yard for Mal. The whole street. He promised her there was no one there, and only then could she fall asleep again.

			This time, she didn’t wake up until it was dark. Her dad was asleep in his recliner, the TV light flickering over his face, casting the whole room in a strange blue.

			A horrible feeling came over Sadie as she lay there, alone in the dark room. Only, this time it wasn’t just the eye staring at her. It wasn’t just the cold, and the pressure dropping, and the buzzing of an electric knife in her ears.

			This time it felt like being locked in a dark room with no escape. It felt like being doused in a gallon of blood. Like earthworms trailing grave dirt over her skin and putrid, bacteria-filled rats decomposing all around her.

			She was trapped, worse than when the bike was on top of her. It was as if her blanket weighed a thousand pounds. As if her bones were made of lead and she was too weak to lift them.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. Please leave me alone….”

			When she woke up again in the morning, all she could do was hope it had been a nightmare. But she should have known better.
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			By the time Sadie went back to school, she’d mostly returned to herself. Her dad had written her strange behavior off as symptoms of a fever. Sadie would tell Mal she got sick from the rat bacteria. That she’d warned Kelsey because her teacher had been looking at her suspiciously and she didn’t want them to get caught.

			Maybe it would be enough. Maybe it wouldn’t. At this point, guilty as she felt for thinking it, Sadie wasn’t sure which would be worse.

			Her dad drove her the first day back, fussing and worrying. “You can take the rest of the week if you need to,” he repeated for the third time as they pulled up to the front of the school. “There’s no reason to rush it.”

			Sadie was already scanning the crowd out front for Mal’s distinctive hair, a knot twisting in her stomach. “I’m fine,” she said, trying to sound like she was. “I don’t want to get behind. And I know you have to get back to the hospital.”

			“You shouldn’t be worrying about that,” he said, his cheeks flushing.

			The truth was, Sadie had heard him on the phone negotiating his second day off. He’d gone into the kitchen, but Sadie was only pretending to be asleep.

			“I know my check will be short,” he’d said after a long silence. “And I understand it’s not good timing. But it’s my kid, man. She’s sick—what do you want me to do?”

			Only, Sadie wasn’t sick. Not physically, anyway.

			“It’s okay, Dad,” Sadie said now, unbuckling her seat belt and trying not to show how much her hands were shaking. “I’m fine. No fever—good as new.”

			“Call me if you start feeling bad, okay?” he said, reaching into the back to hand Sadie her backpack. “Even if you’re only twenty minutes in.”

			“Thanks,” Sadie said, smiling at him. “And thanks for taking care of me this week.”

			“That’s my job,” he said, leaning over to kiss her on the head.

			Sadie got out of the car, regretting it the moment her feet touched the sidewalk. She hadn’t spotted Mal yet. Sadie was supposed to go straight into the office with the note excusing her absences, but she steeled herself instead, walking around to the back of the school.

			It wouldn’t do any good to avoid Mal now. Not after she’d already given her days to work herself up. Mal had gym today, so Sadie waited by the fence. It was better to get it over with, wasn’t it? Rip off the Band-Aid and take the pain?

			But Sadie waited until just before the bell and Mal never showed. The first thing she felt was a surge of relief. The second was worry. Had Mal given up on her entirely after the botched prank and the days of silence? Sadie had expected a big confrontation, but this felt almost worse. Like when you were at the doctor’s office, just waiting for them to stick the needle in your arm.

			By the time Sadie got through the front doors of Corfield Middle, she was wishing for the pain of the puncture. Anything but this limbo.

			She did her best to look normal as she ducked into the office before class, the note from her dad partially crumpled in her hand. The vice principal was in there, and Ms. Jane, who was always at the front desk. Their conversation stopped abruptly as the door opened.

			“Hi there,” Ms. Jane said in that faux-sweet adult voice. “What can I help you with?”

			Wordlessly, Sadie slid her note across the desk. Her dad’s untidy scrawl was visible, letting the school know Sadie had been sick and resting.

			“Oh, Rivera,” Jane said when she looked at the note. She turned to the computer, long nails clacking away. “Next time, you need to go to the nurse if you feel sick during the day. You can’t just walk out on your own.”

			Sadie barely remembered doing it. All she’d known was that the fear had been so visceral. She’d just had to float away.

			Of course, she couldn’t say any of this to Jane the Office Lady, so she nodded instead.

			“I mean it.” Jane pointed a long magenta talon right at Sadie. “You can get in a lot of trouble, and so can we. Where are you gonna go next time you feel sick?”

			“The nurse,” Sadie mumbled.

			“That’s right.” Jane turned back to the vice principal, who was still leaning in his doorway, waiting. They didn’t resume their conversation until Sadie had closed the office door behind her. She could see their mouths moving through the window. The crease between the vice principal’s eyebrows.

			As she walked down the hall, Sadie became suddenly aware of just how long every missed day felt in the context of middle school. She might as well have just crash-landed from the moon.

			And Mal was nowhere to be seen, which only added to the strange, suspenseful atmosphere of it all.

			Near Sadie’s locker, a group of kids from the GNC were huddled together. Charlotte, of course, was at their center. She broke away when she spotted Sadie and made her way over.

			“Sadie, are you okay?” she asked, and Sadie could tell Charlotte wanted to hug her. She folded her arms to signal that she shouldn’t. Sadie never knew if Mal was watching, and a hug would be considered high treason even if she wasn’t already in hot water.

			“Yeah, I was sick, but I’m fine now,” Sadie said in a rush. And then, because she couldn’t help asking, “What did I miss?”

			Charlotte looked from side to side, then walked a little ways away from the group and beckoned for Sadie to follow. Sadie’s stomach swooped, and she did her own scan of the hallway to make sure Mal wasn’t in view.

			“It’s Kelsey,” Charlotte half whispered when they were across the hall. She looked like she’d been crying.

			“What happened?” Sadie asked, her mouth going dry. Had someone found out who played the prank on her? Had Mal gotten caught? There was no way they knew it was Sadie, right? The office lady would have stopped her….

			“Her cat was found dead.”

			This news was more confusing but didn’t ease Sadie’s fears even a little.

			“Was it an old cat?” Sadie asked, not daring to hope.

			“No, that’s the thing,” Charlotte said. “It was only two, and it was an indoor cat. It had never been outside before. But it got out somehow, and it sounds like some kind of animal got it. A coyote or something. Her parents found it on their back porch yesterday morning, and I guess it looked really bad. They wouldn’t even let Kelsey or her sister see.”

			Her cat, Sadie thought deliriously. Found dead after Sadie had botched the prank. The day after Kelsey had gone unpunished, as Mal would probably say.

			“That’s horrible,” Sadie forced out. “Is Kelsey okay?”

			Charlotte shook her head. “She hasn’t been back to school. I only know because she called Cory and Cory told me. Her parents are keeping her out until Monday at least because…that’s not all.”

			Sadie was aware of how long she’d been talking to Charlotte. How close they were standing. But she had to know everything. She had to know how careful she needed to be.

			“Before her cat was found,” Charlotte went on, barely above a whisper, “someone put a dead rat in Kelsey’s desk. One of those prank people that locked Ryder in the bathroom and filled Marty’s locker with blood.”

			She forgot the earthworms, Sadie thought cynically.

			“Someone stopped Kelsey, I guess, before she could open the desk. The teacher ended up dealing with it. But imagine all that in one week? She’s probably a wreck. We were just talking about it over there, maybe making her a card or something from everyone in the GNC? What do you think?”

			Sadie barely heard this. She was still thinking about what Charlotte had said about the prank, and the cat. It didn’t seem like she’d decided on a possible culprit for all this, but that didn’t mean the adults wouldn’t.

			And Charlotte didn’t know Sadie had been the one who stopped Kelsey from opening the desk, either. Which meant no one suspected her, or even knew she’d been there. But would Kelsey be suspicious when she came back to school on Monday? And if she was, who would she tell? Charlotte?

			Most pressing of all—had the architect of the prank been behind the death of Kelsey’s cat? Would Mal really take it that far?

			“Sadie,” Charlotte said, snapping Sadie out of it. “The card? What do you think?”

			“It was me,” Sadie blurted out instead of answering. “I was the one who saw Kelsey’s desk was open. I told her to get away from it so the teacher could help.” It was better, she’d decided, to get ahead of this. For the information to come from her. But even if it hadn’t been, she wasn’t sure she could have stopped herself from saying it. This secret was starting to feel poisonous inside of her.

			Charlotte’s mouth fell open. “I didn’t hear that part,” she said.

			“I didn’t know it was a rat,” Sadie said, eyes still swiveling around for Mal. Would she believe that Sadie had only been covering their tracks? “It smelled awful. But I realized you were right about the pranks. They were mean, and I didn’t want anything to happen to Kelsey.”

			“That was really brave of you,” Charlotte said, her eyes shining with an admiration that made Sadie feel a thousand times more awful. “Just think how much worse it would have been if you weren’t there.”

			Charlotte did hug Sadie then, and the cold prickled across her skin like someone was watching, horrible and familiar all at once. Sadie stood stock-still with her arms crossed and her eyes closed tight just waiting for Charlotte to let go.

			When she did, Sadie didn’t know if the feeling had come from the ghost returning, or from inside her. It was too hard to tell the difference anymore.
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			The rest of the day, Sadie tried to stay in her body. To pay attention in class and fill out her worksheets and answer when a teacher called on her. But mostly her mind lingered on Mal, and where she was, and whether she was really capable of the thing Sadie was afraid she had done.

			At lunch, the cafeteria seemed too crowded, and Sadie was afraid Charlotte wouldn’t take no for an answer about sitting at her table, so she wandered the halls instead. She wasn’t hungry, anyway.

			No one else was out here, and Sadie felt invisible, but also like there was a spotlight trained on her. Someone waiting in the wings to shout that she was guilty. Before Kelsey, sharing the secret of the pranks with Mal had felt daring and risky. Something that bonded them as best friends. As people who were different from everyone else.

			But now, alone with the weight of it, the image of Kelsey’s cat burning into her imagination, Sadie felt like someone she didn’t recognize. How had she let it get this far? No matter how many times she went over it, she couldn’t find an answer.

			She had only wanted a friend….

			Before Sadie knew it, her feet led her back to the office door. She didn’t know why until she saw the please-come-in sign on Mrs. Fitz’s door.
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			“Sadie, what a surprise!” Mrs. Fitz exclaimed when she walked in. She wiped a few crumbs off her chin. She was eating lunch at her desk.

			Sadie knew Mal would have mocked the counselor for it. The homemade lunch. The bright sweater with two golden puppies in a field of daisies. But in the moment, Sadie felt almost comforted by the un-coolness of it all.

			“Hey,” Sadie said, edging into the room, which was brightly lit from the sun streaming in through the window. She still wasn’t sure if she wanted to stay. “Sorry to bother you. You just said if I ever wanted to talk…”

			“Of course!” Mrs. Fitz looked like Sadie had just offered her a million dollars and not the chance to work during her lunch break. But Sadie would take what she could get. “Have a seat if you like, Sadie—anywhere is fine!”

			Mrs. Fitz wrapped up her sandwich and stuck it in her desk drawer. Sadie felt guilty again, like she had when her dad missed work to stay home with her. But this time she didn’t say anything. She had nowhere else to go.

			Sadie perched on the arm of the couch.

			Mrs. Fitz got up, flipped the sign on the outside of the door, and closed it. “So,” she said when she had settled back behind her desk, “what brings you by, Sadie?”

			Now that she was here, with the door closed and the session sign up, Sadie wasn’t at all sure what to say. She’d had some vague idea of telling Mrs. Fitz about Mal without using her name, and about the pranks without calling them pranks. But it all seemed much harder now that she actually had to find the words.

			“Well,” she hedged. The impulse to give away as little information as possible was hard to break, even though she’d come in here on purpose. “I guess it’s about a friend of mine.”

			Mrs. Fitz just nodded, her smile encouraging Sadie to go on.

			“She’s really cool and smart and interesting. And I’ve had, like, trouble making friends before, so it’s really good to have someone to talk to. I’m really lucky she wants to hang out with me.”

			“It sounds like you’re both lucky,” Mrs. Fitz said. “You have a lot to offer, too, Sadie. Don’t sell yourself short.”

			Sadie nodded impatiently. “Yeah, sure. So it was going good for a while, but lately it’s been…kind of weird. I mean, I still really like hanging out with her, but she kind of—” Sadie paused, searching for the words. “She always wants to do what she wants to do, you know? Even if it’s not what I want to do.”

			Mrs. Fitz made a sympathetic humming sound. “That can be really tough,” she said. “Have you tried telling your friend you’d like to do something different?”

			Sadie nodded. “Yeah, but she says best friends have to be interested in the same things. She kind of gets upset easily, so I don’t want to push it.”

			A crease appeared between Mrs. Fitz’s eyebrows. “Well, Sadie, I’ll tell you something I know from experience. Best friends don’t always have to be interested in the same thing. I have a very close friend who’s a skydiver, and I’m terrified of heights! When we spend time together, we choose to do something we both enjoy.”

			The idea of Mrs. Fitz having a best friend who skydived, or a best friend at all, or even a life outside this office, was so disorienting that Sadie’s brain rejected it immediately.

			“Yeah, well, I kind of already tried that,” she said. She didn’t know how to describe the terrifying gleam Mal got in her eye sometimes when Sadie tried to rebel. “And I haven’t seen her since, but I think she’s probably mad at me and…” She squeezed her eyes shut against the feeling of dread that threatened to overtake her when she thought about the prank. And Mal. And Mal hating her.

			“And you’re afraid she’s not going to want to be your friend anymore.”

			Sadie nodded.

			“Is there anything else you’re afraid of?” Mrs. Fitz asked gently.

			Sadie didn’t even know how to begin to answer that question. She was afraid of everything. Being alone. Being friends with someone she could never please. She was afraid Mal had set some wild animal on Kelsey’s cat. She was afraid if Mal left for real the ghost would come back. She was afraid everyone she loved would disappear like her mom. Like Anna.

			“Mostly just that, for now,” Sadie croaked. Mrs. Fitz didn’t look fooled.

			“Okay, Sadie,” she said after a moment. “I think you came in here for some advice, so I’m gonna give you two pieces if that’s all right.”

			Sadie nodded.

			“First, there are people in your life who will try to take advantage of you. To push you around. And people like that will always go as far as you let them. My advice? Make sure you draw a line somewhere. A line you never let anyone cross. You decide what’s on one side and what’s on the other, and you hold firm. If someone decides they don’t like you setting those boundaries, that’s on them.”

			Sadie nodded again, knowing Mal would never acknowledge a line like that, but thinking Mrs. Fitz had tried her best.

			“Second,” the counselor continued, “sometimes, when you’ve gone through a really hard thing like you did, losing someone, it can be easy to believe you have to cling on to everyone else you love so they don’t leave you, too.”

			Another nod. Mrs. Fitz was describing exactly how it felt.

			“Unfortunately, not everyone is someone to hold on to. Some people are, and those people are wonderful. But a friend who makes you feel hurt, or scared, or small? You might have to let go of them to make room for someone who will make you feel brave, and happy.”

			Sadie thought, miraculously, that this might be true. She felt the warmth of Mrs. Fitz’s permission to try something new, a hopeful little sun rising in her chest.

			But then the window behind Mrs. Fitz’s desk went dark. Some silhouette passing into the frame. Panic rose in Sadie’s throat, and it spread.

			The window brightened again. Just a cloud passing over the sun, Sadie told herself. But her skin prickled with goose bumps. She hid her shaking hands by sitting on them.

			“You might not be ready to face ending the friendship yet,” Mrs. Fitz said, clearly reading some of Sadie’s panic on her face. “And that’s okay! In the meantime, I’d say just spend a little time with other kids, okay? See what it feels like to be around other people, and listen to what your heart and your body tell you when you’re around different people. Then you can make whatever choice feels right for you.”

			Sadie almost told her that Mal would never let Sadie have another friend. Even if she couldn’t mention the ghost, that was true enough. But lunch was almost over, and Sadie already felt guilty for how much bad stuff she had said about Mal.

			“Thanks, Mrs. Fitz,” she said, turning toward the door. Wishing for a moment she could just stay in this bright room with finger paintings on its walls all day.

			“Anytime, Sadie.”
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			Out in the hallway, with the panic of the darkening window fading, Sadie thought about what Mrs. Fitz had asked her. About what she was afraid of. If she was honest with herself, her friendship with Mal was no longer the source of joy it had been when they met.

			Deep down, Sadie was truly afraid that losing Mal meant the ghost would return. That maintaining their friendship was some strange condition of her new freedom.

			But Sadie didn’t know the real reason the ghost had stopped tormenting her, she had only assumed. Did that mean Mrs. Fitz’s advice was more relevant than she realized? Maybe Sadie did need to try being closer with other people at school—if only to know once and for all whether the ghost was really gone.
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			In Sadie’s next class—language arts—Charlotte and Cory sat at the back of the class, laughing at some drawing Cory had made.

			For a long moment, Sadie stood in the doorway, steeling herself to try something she had never tried before. Before she met Mal, she would never have approached someone out of fear of putting them in danger. After, she stayed away out of fear of upsetting Mal. But this was the only way to test Mrs. Fitz’s theory.

			“Hi,” Sadie said, walking up to them. “Can I sit with you?”

			Charlotte and Cory exchanged a glance. Not a mean glance, but a surprised one.

			“Of course!” Charlotte said after a beat, beaming.

			Sadie pulled up a chair. “What are we looking at?” she asked, and even though her heart was racing, she did her best to smile.

			The eye didn’t turn on Sadie. The lights stayed on. All the windows and doors behaved normally. And Sadie felt hope blooming in her chest as they laughed together. That warm little sun she’d felt so momentarily in Mrs. Fitz’s office.

			Only this time, there was no shadow to interrupt it.
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			The rest of the day, Sadie did her best to test the theory. To make eye contact and say hi back. To sit at tables where other people were sitting.

			It didn’t come easily. A lifetime of conditioning had taught her to expect the worst. But when she felt the panic rising, she breathed. She visualized her fears as spots on a mirror and scrubbed them all away. She was pleasantly surprised to find the techniques she’d so loathed learning in all her therapy sessions were actually pretty handy when you tried them.

			Sadie took her time at her locker after the end-of-day bell rang, telling herself even if Mal was waiting it would be okay. She didn’t have to hurry if she didn’t want to. Her success today had made her feel brave.

			“Yo, Sades, over here!” called Cory as Sadie took her jacket out of her locker.

			She wasn’t sure she’d ever had a nickname before. She liked it. She walked over with the most confident stride she could muster, almost daring the ghost to interfere.

			“What’s up?”

			Cory was standing with a few of the other kids from the GNC—kids Sadie had overlooked in the past weeks. Kids she sat with at every meeting whose names she hadn’t let herself learn.

			“So listen,” Cory was saying, leaning in close, “Charlotte’s birthday is this weekend. We’re throwing her a surprise party. You in?”

			The panic clutched at Sadie’s chest, immediate and all-consuming. Her skin prickled, her fingertips going numb and cold. She’d never been to a birthday party before. She hadn’t even had parties of her own after the disaster in third grade when all the monitors at the bowling alley had short-circuited at once.

			But she was trying something new. So Sadie took a deep breath in, counting to four, then holding for four, then releasing for eight. If Cory or the other GNC kids noticed, they didn’t make fun of her.

			When she finished exhaling, she felt strong again.

			“Sounds cool,” she said, smiling in spite of herself.
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			The sun was shining as Sadie left school a few minutes later, with instructions to meet the GNC at the Pizza Corral. Saturday at five. Apparently Charlotte’s mom was in on the surprise and was going to make sure she got there on time without tipping her off.

			Sadie’s heart was still pounding, her hands a little shaky, but she smiled as she made her way across the lawn. Whatever Mal threw at her today, she could take it. Things had changed.

			“Hi!” A voice cut into Sadie’s thoughts. She hadn’t even noticed Mal come up beside her, but there she was. Wispy white-blond hair, gray dress, and…

			A smile?

			“Hi,” Sadie said uncertainly. “How are you?”

			“Happy now!” Mal replied. “I missed you. Where have you been?”

			There was no suspicion or anger in Mal’s tone, which raised Sadie’s guard a little. She was so sure Mal would be furious with her. So prepared to finally stick up for herself. But Mal didn’t look angry at all. She looked genuinely pleased, like she had actually missed Sadie instead of spending all week plotting her revenge for the botched prank.

			“What’s with you?” Mal asked as Sadie regarded her suspiciously, trying not to show how thrown she was.

			“Nothing!” Sadie said quickly. “I mean, I’m probably a little slow. I’ve been sick for a few days.”

			“Yeah, I’m so sorry about that,” Mal said, real sympathy in her eyes. “If I hadn’t heard from you by tomorrow, I was thinking about calling your house.”

			This was even more strange. Mal had insisted they never talk on the phone or visit each other’s houses because she was afraid her parents would find out about their forbidden friendship. Was it possible she had actually been worried about Sadie?

			Sadie’s instincts told her to go along with this. To keep the peace at any cost, even if it meant waiting forever for the other shoe to drop.

			But she was trying to change. To stop being so scared.

			“Honestly, I thought you would be mad at me,” Sadie confessed, before she could talk herself out of it.

			“Mad at you?” Mal asked with a little giggle, like she couldn’t imagine the thought. “Sadie, you’re my best friend in the whole world. How could I ever be mad at you?”

			They had begun walking toward the graveyard now, Sadie following along out of habit. Again, the impulse sprung up. To let it go. To keep things peaceful even if they made no sense.

			Again, she fought against it.

			“I messed up the prank,” she said bluntly. “Mrs. Polk was looking at me funny, and I knew she had noticed I was missing from the library line. I was sure we were about to get caught, so I warned Kelsey about the desk. She never even saw the rat.”

			It felt so good to say all of this. To know it was all on the table rather than waiting for Mal to ferret it out to some terrible end. Sure, it was still a little bit of a lie, but Sadie imagined these things didn’t change overnight.

			For just a fraction of a second, Sadie swore she saw that old flash in Mal’s eye. The one that had always signaled a cold front, or an all-out storm. But the next minute it was gone. A trick of the light.

			Mal was laughing again, shaking her head.

			“Sadie, why would I be mad at you for saving our butts? I would have been on the line, too, if you’d gotten caught. Sure, Kelsey wasn’t as scared as she could have been, but we also didn’t get suspended from school. I’d say it’s a fair trade, wouldn’t you?”

			Sadie felt like she was still in one of her fever dreams on the couch. One where Mal was this reasonable, supportive friend, and Sadie didn’t have to be afraid of how she’d react.

			It was too good to be true, wasn’t it? Sadie was almost desperate to bring the old Mal out, if only to remind herself that she hadn’t imagined it all….

			“But then I was gone,” Sadie pressed on as they crossed the road into the cemetery. “For two days. I didn’t even tell you—I left in the middle of school.”

			“Because you were sick,” Mal said, tilting her head to the side like Sadie’s brains had been scrambled by her fake fever. “I figured you must have gotten some rat bacteria on your hands. Were you throwing up and stuff?”

			It was so eerily close to the lie Sadie had been planning to tell that all she had to do was nod.

			“I’m sorry,” Mal said with a sympathetic grimace. “No more dead animals, I think. Too risky. And anyway, if you got that close to being caught, we might want to lay off the pranks for a little while.”

			Sadie stopped in her tracks, nearly dizzy with the best-case scenario of it all. She would have been thrilled if she thought she could trust it. But how could she? After everything Mal had said and done these past few weeks?

			“Okay…,” she said. “So you’re not still mad at Kelsey or anything? Because I guess someone let her cat out and it was killed by a wild animal, and—”

			Another laugh, like Sadie had told a hilarious joke and not made an accusation that would have made the old Mal lash out. “Sadie, you’re not really asking if I had something to do with Kelsey’s cat being killed, are you? I mean, I appreciate the faith in my prank skills, but it’s supposed to be fun. I’d never take it that far.”

			“So you didn’t even, like, let her cat out as a prank?” Sadie pressed. “Not knowing anything bad would happen, or—”

			“Sadie,” Mal said, like she’d just asked if Mal had ever been to the moon. “I don’t even know where Kelsey lives. It was a prank. They don’t always work out. Moving on.”

			A reckless, desperate part of Sadie wanted to keep pushing until Mal finally cracked. To tell her about today with Charlotte and Cory. About seeing Mrs. Fitz at lunch and talking all about their friendship.

			“Look, I know I’ve been a little intense about the pranks,” Mal said before she could. She stopped, turning to face Sadie with a slightly sheepish expression on her face.

			Sadie waited.

			“And I’ve probably been intense about other stuff, too. But I was thinking while you were sick, and I’ve been pushing you too hard. Making you do everything I want to do instead of listening to you.”

			She looked up, meeting Sadie’s eyes, repentance in every line of her doll-like face.

			“I’m sorry, Sadie,” she said. “I haven’t been a very good friend. But I really want to be better. Just please don’t give up on me.”

			Sadie’s resolve wavered as Mal finished. What was she doing? All she’d wanted for weeks was for Mal to let up on the pranks, mellow out a little. And that was all happening right now, so why was she so desperate to ruin it?

			Was it so far-fetched to believe that Mal had gotten caught up? That she had acted jealous and overwhelming and intense because she wasn’t sure how to handle this friendship?

			Suddenly, Sadie could see the future opening up in front of her. One where Mal was her friend, but she could talk to other people, too, without fear of the consequences. One where she didn’t have to be scared of the ghost, or lose Mal, or be alone…

			“I forgive you,” Sadie said, rewarded immediately by Mal’s most dazzling smile ever. Her eyes seemed to reflect the sun, even though it was behind her. They glowed with happiness, and Sadie glowed with having given it to her.

			“I’m so glad,” she said. “Because I spent the whole time you were gone coming up with something fun to do that I know you’ll love.”

			“Let’s hear it,” Sadie said as they took up their loop around the graves, the tension between them all but gone. It felt like it had in the beginning, when everything was shiny and new, and Sadie let herself enjoy it fully.

			“I know how much you love ghost stories,” Mal said, practically vibrating with excitement. “So I spent two days looking up haunted locations in Corfield, and I think I finally have a winner.”

			Sadie, who had spent her whole life being haunted, wasn’t actually crazy about the idea of going to a real haunted location. But she could tell Mal was trying, and at least it wasn’t another prank, or anything involving a classmate and a dead animal….

			“Well?” Mal asked. “Do you want to hear it or not?”

			“Of course,” Sadie said. “It’s a really nice idea. Tell me all about it.”

			“Okay,” Mal said, immediately excited again. “So it’s this old haunted well out past the old mill, and there’s an amazing story behind it. It’s about this boy whose dog ran away, and he chased it in the middle of the night, following the sound of its howls.”

			“Okay…,” Sadie said. She couldn’t deny it was a good setup.

			“So anyway, the howling leads him to this old well way out in the woods—this was even before the tracks were built—and the sound is definitely coming from inside, like the dog fell down there.”

			“Creepy,” Sadie said.

			“Right? So there’s this old rope ladder going down into the well, and the boy starts climbing down it to save his dog—although how he thought he was gonna get out of there with a soaking-wet, scared animal is beyond me. Anyway, as he’s about halfway down, the rope breaks and he falls to the bottom. By the time his parents found him, he and the dog had both been dead for days.”

			Sadie shuddered, even though weak winter sun shone down on them between the bare branches of the cottonwoods.

			“They say you can still hear them both on the full moon,” Mal said, her eyes gleaming. “And if you follow the sound of the howling, they’ll try to pull you down into the well so they don’t have to be alone.”

			“Wow,” Sadie said as Mal finished with a flourish. “That’s a pretty scary story.”

			“Right?” Mal asked, clearly enthused. “It would be a killer place for a prank. Everything we did at school would look like baby stuff compared to taking someone out there.”

			Sadie raised both eyebrows.

			“I know, I know,” Mal said, holding up her hands. “We’re not doing pranks anymore. I’m just saying if you ever changed your mind. Anyway, my parents will never let me go out there, and I’m sure your dad won’t let you, either. So we’ll have to sneak out, but it’ll be totally worth it. What if we actually hear the howling?”

			What if we actually get pulled into the well? Sadie thought. But that wasn’t the worst of her concerns. Sneaking out of her house at night seemed like a lot more rebellion than she was prepared for when so much was already changing.

			“I don’t know if I’ll be able to get out,” Sadie said. “My dad is a pretty light sleeper, and I’m pretty sure we have a camera on the front of the house.”

			Mal looked suddenly stormy.

			“But I mean, could we go after school or something?” she asked, hoping Mal would be up for a compromise now that she was turning over this new friendship leaf. “Where is it? Can we walk there?”

			Mal pulled out a map almost absentmindedly, handing it to Sadie. The location was circled, on the right of the mill like she’d said. Sadie knew the place. Her dad pointed it out whenever they drove by—his grandfather had worked there. It was one of the ways he tried to convince Sadie that Corfield was home even though they had no family here anymore.

			“We can’t go in the daytime,” Mal said as Sadie avoided her gaze, still staring at the map. “But I just had a perfect idea.”

			Some of the sparkle of Mal’s new attitude had started to wear off, if Sadie was being honest. She appreciated the thought it had taken to make a non-prank plan, but she really didn’t want to do this, either.

			“We have to go on the full moon,” Mal was saying now, oblivious to Sadie’s annoyance. “And the full moon this month is on Saturday night. So tell your dad you’re sleeping over with Charlotte or somebody, and we can be out all night without him finding out!”

			Mal said Charlotte’s name like she had a bad taste in her mouth, but that wasn’t what was pulling Sadie’s focus at the moment. The words Saturday and Charlotte had brought up something infinitely worse.

			Sadie knew this was one of those moments Mrs. Fitz had told her about. Time to draw a line she wouldn’t let somebody cross.

			“Actually, I can’t on Saturday,” she said, her heart hammering in her chest, in her throat, in the soles of her feet and the tips of her fingers.

			“Why not?” The flash. Unmistakable this time.

			Sadie took a deep breath. “Because it’s Charlotte’s birthday that day, and some of the GNC kids are throwing her a surprise party.”

			Mal was quiet for a long moment.

			“I thought you said you weren’t friends with anyone in the club,” she said at last, her voice low, a little dangerous.

			“I haven’t been,” Sadie said truthfully. “But I think I want to be. Not best friends,” she clarified hastily at the look on Mal’s face. “You’ll still be my best friend. But I don’t think it’s bad for us to have other friends, too, you know? So I was gonna maybe go to the party.”

			Another endless silence. Mal’s stony face, carved like one of the headstones.

			“I bet you could come, too, if you wanted to,” Sadie said. She was desperate to break the awkward moment even though she wasn’t at all sure she wanted Mal at the party.

			“You know I can’t.” Her voice was flat. Barely more than a whisper.

			“It’s just one night,” Sadie said, trying not to plead. To stand her ground even though it felt like everything was slipping away. “I’ll tell you all about it the next day.”

			Around the graveyard, the trees tossed in a sudden wind. Clouds rolled over the sun, and Sadie shivered again, rubbing at her arms.

			“Okay,” Mal said in a small voice.

			Sadie dropped her hands, barely daring to believe what she’d heard.

			“Okay?”

			“Okay, go to Charlotte’s stupid party.” Mal rolled her eyes. “Just don’t expect to have as much fun as you would have with me.”

			It was a coincidence, of course, but the sun came back out then, shining on Mal’s pale skin.

			“Thank you,” Sadie said, feeling like she wanted to hug her. To promise as long as they could do it like this, they could always be friends.

			But Mal folded her arms and kept walking. So Sadie followed.

			“Next full moon, though,” Mal said when they reached their favorite tree. “You’re all mine.”

			Sadie was so grateful that this hadn’t ended in another fight that she could almost see herself doing it. Sneaking out. Peering into the depths of some creepy ghost well just to make Mal happy.

			“You’re on.”
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			When she went to sleep later that night, Sadie had a nightmare. In it, she was walking alongside Anna just as she had in the minutes before her best friend’s death.

			Anna had her blue bike by the handlebars, walking it so she didn’t leave Sadie behind.

			As she had so many times before, Sadie felt her mouth open. She knew what she was about to say to Anna. The same thing she always said. The same thing she had said in real life as they crossed the street together.

			She could feel it like she was really there. The pit in her stomach. The constant prickling along her skin that meant the ghost was watching.

			The day before, when Sadie and Anna had sat next to each other during a class movie, a whole light fixture had fallen from the ceiling right above their heads. The glass casing shattered right where they would have been, had Mr. Jeffries not seen it falling and shoved them out of the way just in time.

			Sadie knew that every moment Anna spent with her put her in danger. She had been selfish, because she loved Anna. But she couldn’t be selfish anymore. If she really cared about Anna as much as she said she did, she had to let her go.

			“I have to talk to you about something,” Sadie said, hating the words just as much now as she had every other time. “It’s serious.”

			“Sure,” Anna said, smiling, cheerful as always. “You know you can tell me anything.”

			The words had cut deep, Sadie remembered, simply because of how much she wished they were true.

			“You know that I love being your friend,” Sadie said. Her dream fingers twisted the hem of her T-shirt just as her real ones had.

			“Duh,” Anna said, sticking out her tongue, no idea what was coming.

			Of course, Sadie hadn’t known, either. Not really.

			“But listen, we can’t hang out anymore.”

			The words rang between them as they waited on the corner at the busy intersection. Sadie kept her eyes on the crosswalk sign. The red hand. Warning her.

			“Okay, very funny,” Anna said. “What do you really want to talk about?”

			Sadie took a deep breath. “No, that’s it. I mean it. We can’t be friends anymore.”

			Anna’s smile faded. “Sadie, what are you talking about? You’re my best friend. We can’t just…stop being best friends.”

			“We can,” Sadie insisted. “And we have to. Anna, you don’t know everything about me, okay? And it’s probably better that you don’t. But one thing you have to know is that you deserve a much better friend than me.”

			The crosswalk sign changed as she said it. The green silhouette, walking. Safe.

			Sadie took a step off the curb without waiting for Anna.

			“Hold on,” Anna said, guiding her bike off the curb, catching up.

			Sadie knew what happened next, of course. It was always the same.

			But tonight it was different.

			When Sadie looked back into her best friend’s face, she no longer saw Anna’s round cheeks, her wide, hurt eyes.

			Instead she saw Mal. White-haired and pale. Her eyes narrowed in anger.

			“Mal?” Sadie asked, her dream going off the rails. Around her the crosswalk faded. They were in the graveyard instead, only in the center was a stone well.

			“I can’t believe you would choose Charlotte over me!” Mal shouted, just the way Sadie had expected her to today. “You’re a terrible friend!”

			“I’m sorry,” Sadie said, stepping toward Mal, who still seemed as far away as before. “It can’t just be you and me. It’s not healthy, Mal—you know it isn’t.”

			“Charlotte is a fake,” Mal spat. “She’s friends with everyone. She doesn’t care about you, she just wants everyone to love her. You’re nothing to her. And you’re everything to me. It isn’t fair.”

			Even in the dream, Sadie could remember Mrs. Fitz’s words. The line she could draw. How she could decide what went on this side and that side.

			“I don’t need Charlotte to like only me,” Sadie said as patiently as she could. “That’s the problem with us, Mal. Sometimes I just want a friend who doesn’t need everything to be life and death. Who doesn’t punish me every time I want to do something different, or hang out with someone else.”

			Mal’s face twisted in her anger. Her eyes got impossibly large on her face, her mouth forming a wound across her pale skin, which warped and stretched, waxy and blurred. She barely looked human.

			This is a dream, Sadie told herself. It’s only a dream.

			“You’re as bad as she is,” Mal said. “You’re fake, too. You never wanted to be my best friend. You were just using me because I made the ghost disappear, weren’t you? You always would have preferred someone like Charlotte. Someone who’s an awful friend like you.”

			To this, Sadie didn’t know what to say. The line between the dream world and the real one was blurring, and Sadie didn’t know if Mal was right about her. About the ghost and Mal and Charlotte. Would Sadie have become friends with Mal if it hadn’t been for the relief of the ghost leaving her alone?

			“I’m sorry,” Sadie said instead of answering. “I’m sorry I wasn’t the kind of friend you wanted.”

			“You’re not the kind of friend anyone wants,” Mal said venomously. “You’re dangerous. You’re cursed. The ghost will probably kill Charlotte, too, you know. Either that, or it doesn’t kill people at all. Maybe Anna killed herself just to get away from you.”

			The look in Mal’s eyes said she knew she’d gone too far, but she was standing her ground.

			Tears stung Sadie’s eyes, dripped cold onto her cheeks.

			“Anna loved me,” she said, but her words were no louder than a whisper in a windstorm. “Anna loved…”

			But before she could finish, there was a sound of rending steel and splintering glass. A scream. A car’s horn.

			And Sadie was awake in her bed, heart pounding.
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			The next day, Sadie’s confidence was shaken. She knew the dream had only been a dream, but nightmares had been one of the ghost’s ways of warning her when things were getting bad before.

			Had this been a regular bad dream? Or did it mean something more?

			To add to Sadie’s anxiety, she didn’t see Mal all day. Not before school in the alleyway or behind the building. Not in the hallways or the vacant girls’ bathroom.

			There was no graphic novel club that day, so Sadie went straight to the dumpsters. No Mal. She even walked to the graveyard alone. It took her five cycles of the traffic light to brave the crossing of Main Street. After the dream—the red hand, the screeching of the brakes and the crash of glass and metal…

			But Mal wasn’t at the cemetery, either.

			It felt like it had at first, when Mal had gotten upset about Sadie hanging out with the GNC and disappeared from school. Only this time, Sadie didn’t know whether she missed Mal, or whether the anxious feeling she walked around with was more about the ghost. More about being afraid of what might happen next.

			She remembered Mal’s laughter on the day the lightbulb had flickered over the dumpsters. You’re not getting rid of me that easily….

			That night, there was another dream. In it, the kids they’d played those early pranks on were crowded into an open grave at the cemetery. The bare trees loomed over them like pale fingers against the dark gray sky. Up above, the crows circled, already marking the kill.

			Sadie had to cross the street to get there, the crosswalk seeming to stretch out forever as she ran. When she finally did, the hole was filled with red light, staining all her classmates’ skin red as they screamed and reached for her with desperate hands.

			Sadie looked frantically for someone to help, something to use to get them out. But there was nothing. In the air amid the cawing crows, a crosswalk countdown began. The screaming intensified. There was nothing Sadie could do but watch in horror as the numbers dwindled. The red hand flashed.

			All of a sudden, the red light bathing the kids extinguished. All was dark. The screaming stopped. When Sadie dared to peer over the edge, every one of them was on the ground, limbs tangled, staring up at her with lifeless eyes.
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			The next day at school, Sadie was jumpy, looking for the ghost around every corner. Her skin prickled every time someone met her eye.

			But the lights stayed on in the hallways, and in the library during graphic novel club, Sadie did her best to talk normally to Kelsey and Cory about The Witch Boy. To hide her sweaty palms and pounding heart.

			Cory and Kelsey showed up in that night’s dream. They were in an old swimming pool, empty, leaves blowing around the bottom. Sadie couldn’t get closer. She could only watch as the pool filled slowly with blood, drowning them both.

			“Earth to Sadie,” Charlotte said during language arts the next afternoon. “You’re in outer space today. What’s up?”

			Sadie focused on Charlotte with some effort. It had been three days since she’d slept without a nightmare. Three days since she’d last seen Mal.

			“Sorry,” Sadie said, shaking her head. “I’m just worried about a friend of mine. She hasn’t been at school for a few days.” Inspiration struck Sadie suddenly. She had never talked to her GNC friends about Mal before, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t, right? Now that she wasn’t keeping secrets anymore?

			“Oh, I’m sorry!” Charlotte said. “A bunch of people have been sick, maybe she caught it.”

			“Yeah, maybe,” Sadie replied, unwilling to admit that she didn’t think illness had anything to do with it. “Hey, you don’t know her, do you? Her name is Mal. You’ve probably seen us around school together.”

			“Hmm,” Charlotte said, thinking hard. “I don’t think I know a Mal. What does she look like?”

			It seemed wild to Sadie that Charlotte could be unaware of Mal’s existence when Mal was so acutely aware of (and bothered by) Charlotte’s. But Sadie didn’t want to say that, either.

			“She’s about my height,” Sadie said, holding a hand up. “Really pale, super-light-blond hair. Big, kind of grayish eyes.”

			Charlotte shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t know her! Is she new, too?”

			“No,” Sadie said. “She’s always lived here, I think.”

			For a moment, Sadie thought Charlotte looked strange. But the moment passed. “Sorry I can’t help,” she said with a shrug. “I thought I knew everyone.”

			“Yeah,” said Sadie. “Me too.”

			None of the other GNC kids knew Mal, either. Sadie considered going to the office and asking if Mal had been excused by her parents or something, but she’d always been so adamant about her parents not finding out about their friendship….

			What if word got back to them somehow and Mal got in trouble?

			That day after school, Sadie skipped the graveyard. Instead, she walked up the tallest hill in town. She didn’t know which house was Mal’s, but maybe she’d get lucky. See her in the window or on the front lawn. She didn’t know what she’d say if she found her, only that it felt like she wouldn’t be free from the dreams until she solved this.

			But the neighborhood on top of the hill wasn’t nearly as nice as Mal had always described it. The view looked down on the cold iron grays and faded browns of Corfield. Sadie could see the cemetery with its bare cottonwoods, crows circling overhead.

			There was no one around, and the biggest, nicest house up here was abandoned. Dilapidated, with the windows boarded up and the front lawn overgrown. The front door hung off its hinges, and the darkness inside gave Sadie goose bumps.

			She ran back down the hill as fast as she could, thinking she must have been mistaken. That there must be another hill somewhere in the city with a big white house, Mal shut up in her room as her parents left on another diplomatic mission….

			Only, as Sadie thought it, it sounded made up. Like Mal’s stories. Like a fantasy of parents instead of a reality. But if Mal didn’t live with fancy parents on top of a hill, where did she live?
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			On Friday, Sadie walked past Mal’s art class, peering inside. But she wasn’t there.

			“Can I help you?” asked the loopy art teacher when she caught Sadie loitering in the hall.

			“Oh, uh,” Sadie stammered. “Is Mal here today?”

			“Who?” she asked, with a bemused smile.

			“Mal,” Sadie repeated. “Pale, super-light hair, always walking out without a pass.”

			“Never heard of her,” said the art teacher, drifting away in her floaty dress.

			Sadie wished she knew Mal’s full name. It was unwise to ask her for details, because she always got angry. But Sadie was starting to think Mal was some kind of nickname or something. No one seemed to recognize it.

			“Sadie!” called Cory as she got ready to leave school on Friday. “We’ll see you at the party tomorrow, right?” They were whispering, still trying to keep the surprise from Charlotte.

			“Yeah,” Sadie said, with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. “Totally. See you there.”

			“Sweet!” Cory said, high-fiving Sadie in a way that would have resulted in a school-wide power outage a few weeks ago. “It’s gonna be epic.”

			“Epic,” Sadie agreed. But her mind wasn’t on the party—or even on the amazing present she had gotten Charlotte with her dad’s help, a full book of all the Lumberjanes’ alternate covers from every issue.

			Instead, she thought almost obsessively of Mal. Where she was. Where she lived. Why no one seemed to remember her.

			On Sadie’s way home, a broken streetlamp spooked her. She imagined the glass falling down, knocking Mal unconscious. Who would even have known to tell Sadie if something had happened to her?

			That fear seeped into her dream that night. The most terrifying one yet. In it, Sadie returned to the neighborhood on the hill—only this time it was just as Mal described. Well-manicured lawns, houses with pillars and circular driveways. In the yard of the biggest, nicest one, a pale girl with white-blond hair sat under a tree, reading.

			“Mal!” Sadie called, running toward her. “Where have you been?”

			When Mal looked up at Sadie, her face looked strange and waxy again. Her eyes were too large, reflecting two worried Sadies back at her.

			“You forgot me,” she said in a voice that seemed to come from everywhere.

			“I didn’t!” Sadie said, trying to walk closer. “I’ve been looking for you all week!”

			The black centers of Mal’s eyes began to bleed like ink across her face. “You were supposed to be my friend, and look what you did to me!”

			It had been bright before. Midday. But as Mal stood, the sky darkened. A chilly wind blew down the street. Sadie’s skin prickled. She felt that old feeling of someone watching. Someone waiting.

			“I’m sorry!” she cried, knowing she wouldn’t be able to save Mal. She could never save any of them. “I’m so sorry.”

			“You tried to tell me,” Mal said, walking toward Sadie. Her pale fingers were outstretched, but they began to crumble into ash, drifting into the wind. “I knew what happened to the last person stupid enough to call you their best friend….”

			Another gust of cold wind. Sadie screamed, running toward Mal, who seemed farther away with every desperate step Sadie took. Mal’s arms were gone. Then her chest. Her shoulders. Her neck.

			“Mal! Come back!” Sadie begged, just out of reach. “Please!”

			Mal’s face, frozen in an expression of hurt and anger, began to crumble next. Behind her, the beautiful white house wilted and began to sag. Boards sprung up over the windows. Paint cracked and chipped.

			Sadie was alone in the street, and when she awoke, she knew what had happened to Mal.

			The ghost had never left Sadie. Of course it hadn’t. It had only come up with a new way to torture her. Now it had done something to Mal.

			In bed, Sadie was drenched in sweat. Shivering. It took several long minutes before she could move, and when she could, it was slow. Like she was walking underwater. She thought of Charlotte, the art teacher, their puzzlement when Sadie asked about Mal. Was it possible the ghost could have done worse than kill her? She pictured it drifting through town, erasing Mal from the minds of everyone who had known her. Turning her beautiful house on the hill into a ruin.

			She knew these thoughts weren’t reasonable. One of her therapists back in Arizona had called it catastrophizing. But the ghost wasn’t reasonable, either. This wouldn’t be the first time it had taken something from her.

			Sadie’s chest was tight as she made her way down the stairs. Her breaths were coming too slow, too shallow.

			“Dad?” she called as loud as she could. She needed help this time. But what could she possibly tell her dad? That her friend, who no one seemed to know, was missing? That she could be in danger from a ghost that wouldn’t let Sadie make friends?

			He would never believe her. No one would.

			I was so stupid, Sadie thought. So stupid and weak. She remembered telling her ghost in the bathroom mirror it couldn’t hurt her anymore. Believing it was gone. That her friendship with Mal had somehow ended it.

			But it had only been toying with her all along.

			Letting her think she could have a friend, when really it was just waiting for its moment.

			And now its moment had come.
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			No amount of breathing or counting could stop Sadie’s panic. It went on and on. Not waves, this time, but the feeling of electricity buzzing through her bones. Sadie held the fork in the socket of pain, and it just kept coming.

			“Hey, Sade,” her dad called sometime later. She was curled up on the kitchen floor. The lights were all off. She hadn’t been able to move for hours. “I didn’t want to wake you this morning, I had to go into work. But I got you a milkshake from…Oh my god! Sadie!”

			Her dad came into her vision, kneeling, his mouth moving as he reached down to turn her over. She started crying again.

			Kept crying?

			She didn’t quite know if she’d ever stopped.

			“Sadie!” he called.

			Her jaw gradually unclenched. She felt achy and sore all over.

			“What happened?” her dad asked as she tried to sit up. “Are you hurt? Did someone…?”

			“It’s Mal,” Sadie managed, her words gravelly from tears. “Something terrible happened to Mal.”

			It took several minutes for Sadie’s dad to get her up off the floor. Into a chair in the living room. Covered in a blanket though she didn’t feel cold at all. She was just shaking.

			“Sadie, sweetheart, you have to tell me what happened, okay? Do I need to call the doctor?”

			Slowly, painfully, Sadie began speaking. She couldn’t tell the whole story, of course, but she told the parts she could. About Mal getting jealous of the kids Sadie spoke to. About their struggles getting along. About Sadie helping out a girl at school and being so afraid Mal would give up on her that she couldn’t face her for days.

			Her dad listened, looking confused and pitying and scared, as Sadie continued.

			“She told me it was all right,” Sadie said, sniffling. “That we could work things out. That she wouldn’t get so mad about me having other friends, but then…”

			Sadie took a deep, shuddering breath.

			“Then I had a dream. Mal was Anna, or Anna was Mal. And she told me I was a terrible friend. That I couldn’t protect Anna and that’s why she died. That something horrible would happen and…and she was right. Dad, Mal is gone. She hasn’t been at school for days, and I can’t find her anywhere, and I just know if I don’t find her the same thing will happen to her. The thing that happened to Anna. That she’ll…die.”

			Sadie dissolved once more into sobs, and her dad sat beside her, pulling her into his body and letting her weep as he rubbed her back.

			Only once she was calm did he speak.

			“Honey,” he said. “First I want to say I’m sorry. I had no idea how much you were still struggling with this, and I…I should have gotten you another therapist when we moved. I shouldn’t have left you alone. That’s on me.”

			Sadie was impatient for him to get to the important part. What they were going to do about Mal now that he knew she was missing. Could they call the school and get her phone number? Could they—

			“Second,” her dad continued, his low rumbling voice comforting her a little, “I need you to know that Mal is probably fine, okay? People miss school all the time for all kinds of reasons. Maybe she’s sick, like you were. Maybe she’s on a trip with her family. I totally understand why you would worry about this, Sadie, after everything that happened. But I need you to know there’s every chance that Mal is just fine.”

			“She’s not,” Sadie cried, gasping again. “You don’t understand, Dad. My friends aren’t safe. No one who knows me is safe. We have to find her!” The dreams came crashing back. The kids in the grave. The pool, filling with blood. Mal, being erased on the wind.

			“I’m sorry, Sadie, but I don’t even know the girl’s parents. I don’t even know her. I don’t have the first idea how to contact her family. Even if we wanted to help—”

			“You do know her,” Sadie said in surprise, interrupting her dad. “You saw us together. Remember that day you drove by while I was walking to school? Mal was with me. Blond hair, gray dress?”

			“No, I remember that day,” her dad said, impatient. “The day I honked and waved, right?”

			Sadie nodded.

			“It was just you that day,” her dad said.

			Sadie waved her hand impatiently. “No,” she said. “You must not have been paying attention. She was right next to me. She was—”

			Before she could finish her sentence, however, the phone rang in the kitchen. And Sadie knew, she just knew, that whoever was calling had news about Mal. Proof of what she’d been trying to tell her dad. That Mal was in danger and they had to do something.

			“I don’t have to answer that,” her dad said calmly. “I want to hear—”

			“Answer it,” Sadie said, her heart hammering in her ears now. “Please, Dad. In case it’s about Mal.”

			Sadie’s dad sighed, then made his way into the kitchen, where he’d left his phone on the counter.

			“This is Jack,” he said in his work voice.

			He was quiet for a long time after, as someone else talked on the other line. Who would have known to call? Sadie wondered from the chair, not trusting her legs to move her closer. The police? Someone from the school? Had Mal’s parents found out about Sadie?

			Most important, was there still time?

			“I’m so sorry,” Sadie’s dad said. “Let me ask Sadie if she knows anything. We’ll give you a call back if she does.”

			Sadie’s dad hung up the phone and walked slowly back into the room.

			“I told you,” Sadie said, hearing the resentment and panic in her voice. “I told you something horrible happened to Mal.”

			“No,” her dad said. “It’s not Mal. That was your friend Charlotte’s parents. They said they dropped her off at a bookstore an hour ago so she’d be distracted while they set up her surprise party.”

			“Yeah, I don’t care about a party right now, Dad. I care about Mal.”

			“It’s not about the party, either.” He cleared his throat once. Twice. “They went to pick her up from the bookstore, and she wasn’t there. She’s missing, Sadie. They wanted to know if you knew where she was. If you or the other kids invited to the party had anything planned…”

			Everything in Sadie’s mind ground to a halt, like this information was a stick stuck in the chain of a bike. Charlotte hadn’t even been in Sadie’s dreams. She was fine. She had probably just been deep in the stacks of shelves. It was Mal who was in trouble. It was Mal who—

			Sadie stopped in her tracks.

			“Dad,” she said with a growing sense of dread spiraling out from her stomach. “You said you didn’t see Mal, that day. Right?”

			“Sadie!” her dad snapped. “I just told you your friend is missing. Not Mal. Charlotte. Do you know where Charlotte is?”

			“Dad, please,” Sadie said, the wheels beginning to turn again. Suddenly spinning too fast. “You said you didn’t see her, right?”

			“Right,” he replied. “You were walking alone.”

			Just this morning, Sadie had wondered whether the ghost was powerful enough to erase Mal from the minds of everyone who had ever known her. But here, sitting across from her dad, she realized there was a simpler explanation. One she had never let herself consider.

			In a horrible rush, Sadie played back all the moments where there had been someone else near them. Mrs. Fitz in the hallway when they were roaming the halls.

			It looks like your friend headed back to class….

			Ryder, in his Spider-Man sneakers. Saying hi to Sadie. Ignoring Mal.

			Boys were like that sometimes….

			Mal’s art class, no one looking up when she walked out of the room. Not even the teacher, who hadn’t recognized her name when Sadie asked.

			The rest came like an avalanche. Sadie and Cory not knowing her name, recognizing her description. Mal’s secretive home life, her overprotective parents. She couldn’t join clubs. Couldn’t eat lunch with the rest of the school.

			She had told Sadie that was because her parents took her home, but Sadie herself had never seen the car that picked her up.

			Sadie felt nauseated. It wasn’t possible, was it?

			Once there was a little ghost girl shut up in an attic, and no one wanted to be her friend.

			Sadie had thought the ghost had disappeared with Mal. But it hadn’t. Not really. The lights had stayed on, and the temperature hadn’t dropped. Sadie hadn’t felt the invisible eye turning on her anymore.

			It had been Mal’s gaze that replaced it. Mal who was always watching. Jealously guarding Sadie. Making sure no one could ever get too close. And when they did, the ghost hadn’t needed to punish them, or to punish Sadie. Mal had been right there to do it instead.

			All this time, Sadie had been convinced Mal was a victim of the ghost.

			But a new truth was starting to break through. A vision of Mal, pale and waxy, her edges undefined. Her eyes bleeding black across her face.

			In Sadie’s dream, she hadn’t looked like a girl anymore. She’d looked like a ghost.

			Suddenly, Sadie remembered the last conversation she’d had with Mal. And unless she was very mistaken, she knew where Charlotte was, too.
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			The hardest part was getting her dad out of the room. Especially while the waves of fear and understanding were still crashing over Sadie, threatening to send her back to the floor. But she couldn’t panic now. Charlotte needed her.

			“There are a couple places we could look for Charlotte,” Sadie said, trying her best to sound normal. “Maybe we could drive around and look for her.”

			Her dad seemed relieved that she’d dropped the strange questions about Mal. “Sure thing,” he said.

			“Could you get my coat for me?” Sadie asked. “It’s in my closet. I’m still feeling a little shaky.”

			“Of course,” he said. He seemed grateful to have something to do. Sadie’s heart wrenched in her chest when she thought of how he’d be feeling in a few minutes.

			“I love you, Dad,” she said when he reached the stairs.

			He paused, his eyes going round and a little glassy. “I love you, too, Sade,” he said. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to you.”

			Sadie just smiled, though she was sure it looked more like a grimace. How could she tell her dad that she was the terrible thing that happened to people?

			The second he was out of sight, she bolted. To the hallway bathroom, where she left the tap running and closed the door. Hopefully her dad would think she was inside for long enough to get her out of sight.

			She eased out the front door as quietly as she could, then made straight for the bike still on its side in the driveway. Her heart threatened to beat out of her rib cage at the thought of getting on it, but what was the alternative? Even if she ran, there was no way she’d get far enough to lose her dad. Not unless she rode.

			So she would. For Charlotte. For Anna. To stop this once and for all.

			Every part of her body shook as she took the rubber grips in her hands and righted the bike. There was no time to be scared. No time to hesitate. She threw her leg over like she’d done a thousand times before last summer.

			The clicking sound the ten-speed made as she coasted down the driveway took her back to a hundred hot Arizona days, biking with Anna all over town. To riding with one hand while holding an ice cream cone. To playing chicken on the basketball court at the elementary school, laughing as they swerved at the exact same time.

			To that day in the crosswalk. Anna’s face falling as Sadie told her they couldn’t be friends. The flashing red hand of the crosswalk. The lights going out…

			Tears streamed down Sadie’s face as she hit her stride, standing up to pedal hard, her muscles remembering, too.

			When she turned the corner at the end of the street, the front door of her house was still closed. She’d be long gone before her dad realized she was gone and started looking.

			Maybe one day he’d forgive her for this.

			The old mill was a giant building close to the freeway exit on the other side of town. It was lucky Corfield was so small, and that Sadie’s dad was so obsessed with the place. She pedaled toward it, unable to stop herself from remembering everything.

			Handlebars in her hands, the Arizona sun beating down. The crosswalk stripes at their feet. The piece the dream always skipped over, locked away until now.

			“Please,” Anna had said, tears on her cheeks. “Don’t stop being my friend. Just tell me what’s going on. Whatever it is we can face it together.”

			“I should have told you,” the real Sadie whispered into the wind as she pedaled toward the old mill. “I was just so afraid.”

			“Sadie, you’re my favorite person I’ve ever met,” Anna had said. “We can figure this out.” Sadie had wanted to believe her, but she could feel the fear building. Filling her body with ice and static and swooping, terrible dread.

			“I’m sorry,” she’d said. “But we can’t. You’ll find another friend. A better friend.”

			“I won’t!” Anna had cried, reaching for Sadie’s hand. Sadie remembered the crosswalk with its blinking red hand. They’d had ten seconds to safely cross before the red stoplight above them turned green. But there hadn’t been any cars waiting.

			As the memories washed over her, Sadie pedaled through Corfield, tears blurring her vision as she passed the graveyard. She remembered the pounding in her pulse telling her she had to cut Anna off, that terrible things would happen if she didn’t.

			But she had loved Anna so much. Had it been wrong of her to want to put off that final goodbye just a few seconds longer?

			Sadie remembered turning to walk away from Anna. The feeling in her chest, like something was tearing apart. That it could never be put back together. Anna had stayed there, in the crosswalk, her face a mask of hurt and pain. Sadie had known it would be hard to break her best friend’s heart. But she hadn’t known the ghost wouldn’t be satisfied. That it would want its own ending, too…

			Now, sailing past the pizza place where Charlotte’s party was supposed to start in an hour, Sadie remembered the streetlight above the crosswalk, glowing red above Anna as she started to cry.

			The streetlight that had gone out as the ghost decided the end of this friendship wasn’t enough. The same power that had short-circuited the lights in the counselor’s office when Sadie first met Charlotte. In the library on the day her parents had gotten divorced.

			From up the street, a silver car had barreled toward the intersection without seeming to notice the faulty traffic light. Sadie had seen it too late. She’d screamed, but she couldn’t move. So filled with terror she could hardly hold her body upright.

			“Anna!” she had screamed just as the car barreled through without stopping.

			There was screeching.

			The sound of glass shattering.

			Sadie, now pedaling at top speed toward the mill, sobbed, her chest straining against the effort and the misery of this memory she’d held at bay for so long. It was like she could still see Anna’s teal bike, handlebars bent at an unnatural angle, the wheel spinning….

			“I’m not letting you hurt anyone else,” Sadie promised tearfully into the chilly wind as she pushed her pedals as hard as they would go. “This time I’m going to stop you.”

			The memory let her go then, leaving only the darkening road ahead. It was already twilight, winter’s long nights still clinging to their last few weeks. Soon, the moon would be up. Sadie wondered if she’d hear the howling of the ghost boy and his dog. Or if that had been another invention of Mal’s.

			Maybe this was all some awful mistake, Sadie thought desperately as she rode. She’d get to the well, and there would be no one there. On Monday, Mal would be back at school, and Sadie would see someone greet her like she was a real girl and not a figment of Sadie’s nightmares.

			But then she remembered way Mal always stayed out of the way during the pranks. The inexplicable way she was able to kill the power, or open lockers. Her obsession with Sadie not calling her, or visiting. Her refusal to meet Sadie’s dad…

			And then there had been the glint in Mal’s eye the day she talked about the well. Her fury whenever Charlotte was mentioned. It would be a killer place for a prank. Everything we did at school would look like baby stuff compared to taking someone out there.

			If there was one person Mal would want to save her worst, most dangerous prank for—anyone the ghost would be determined to take from Sadie—it would be Charlotte. The first person Sadie had ever felt drawn to in this town. The first person since Anna she’d ever wanted to befriend…

			Sadie couldn’t take any chances with her safety. Not this time.

			When she reached the old mill, she knew she’d have to leave the road to get to the well. Head into the dry grass and cottonwoods. The clumps of bare brambles. Sadie ditched her bike in one of them and continued on foot.

			She wondered as she walked whether Mal would be able to feel her coming. She didn’t seem to be able to act as the ghost and the girl at the same time—which Sadie assumed was why the flickering lights, cold breezes, and drops in air pressure had stopped after they met. But Sadie didn’t want to underestimate what Mal could do.

			What the ghost could do.

			Up ahead, through the trees, Sadie could see the full moon beginning to rise, just a little stripe of yellow on the horizon. Just then, the howling began.
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			Just like in Mal’s ghost story, the howling led her right to the well. It was dark by the time she reached it, the moon huge and low and heavy in the sky.

			The last of Sadie’s desperate hope evaporated when she saw Mal, leaning against the stone like she’d been expecting this. Like she’d known all along Sadie would come. She hadn’t seen Sadie yet, but there was nowhere to hide.

			Bare, slender cottonwoods reached into the sky, illuminated by the moonlight. The stone of the well Mal leaned against was crumbling and worn, covered in moss and lichen. Barely identifiable as the place a boy had once lost his dog.

			Still, every piece seemed to pulse with some strange power. Just the sight of it pulled on every fear trapped in Sadie’s chest, speeding up her heart, making her sweat and struggle for breath. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the dark mouth of the thing, much blacker than any normal darkness. Even the light of the full moon illuminated nothing within it. It was like the dark pool of Mal’s eyes as they’d appeared in Sadie’s dream. Watching. Waiting.

			Only the muffled sounds of someone tied to the other side of the well released her. Sadie made her way around the edge of the clearing, trying to stay out of Mal’s sight until she could make sure Charlotte was alive. Charlotte, a ball of fabric stuffed in her mouth, her pink hair matted and tangled.

			Her back was flush against the stone. A piece of yellow nylon rope wrapped around her chest and the well, tying her there with no hope of escape.

			She wore a purple dress with pockets, leggings covered with red lipstick kiss marks. Tears were streaming down her face as she locked eyes with Sadie.

			Don’t worry, Sadie mouthed. I’m going to save you.

			It didn’t matter that she hadn’t spoken aloud. Mal turned then, gaze pinning Sadie down like the butterflies they’d studied in science class.

			“Took you long enough,” Mal said, bored, haughty like she sometimes got. “You already missed the moonrise.”

			“It’s you, isn’t it?” Sadie asked. She felt tender after letting her memories of Anna through, but also strong. Much stronger than she’d been when she couldn’t protect her friend before. “You’re the ghost.”

			“It’s not like I was really trying to hide it,” Mal said, examining her nails. “I mean, what kind of middle school girl only hangs out in graveyards, you know?”

			“You need to let Charlotte go, Mal.” Sadie was proud she kept her voice steady even as goose bumps prickled her arms, and the hair on her neck stood on end.

			“We’ll see,” Mal said. “She’s mostly here to make sure you cooperate.”

			“You wanted me to come here, and I’m here.” Sadie folded her arms. “So let her go.”

			Mal laughed. Now that she didn’t have to pretend to be a girl from Corfield, it sounded different. Otherworldly and echoing.

			“I wanted you to come here?” Mal said, her eyes getting too big in her face. “Oh, Sadie. There’s so much more. Don’t you understand? You’re here so I can finally have you all to myself.”

			“Why?” Sadie asked, her emotions finally breaking through. “Why would you do this to me? My whole life you’ve been punishing me. What have I ever done?”

			“It wasn’t a punishment,” Mal said, stepping closer again. Sadie could feel it now, the billowing dread that swelled in her body whenever the ghost was about to do something terrible. “We grew together, don’t you see? We were supposed to be together. I couldn’t let you get close to anyone who might make you forget me.”

			“There was nothing to forget,” Sadie said, still not understanding. They had grown together? What did that mean? “I had never even seen you until that day by the dumpsters.”

			“Yes,” Mal breathed, moving closer to Sadie. “I planned that moment carefully for a long, long time.”

			Sadie stepped back automatically.

			“It’s okay,” Mal said sweetly, eyes sparkling as she drifted closer still. “I only want to show you how we met.”

			Mal grabbed Sadie’s hands before she could do anything to stop it.

			“Close your eyes,” she said. “Or you won’t like what happens to Charlotte.”

			The moment Sadie closed them, it was like a movie began. In it, a baby version of her was being pushed along in a shopping cart by someone she didn’t recognize. Jeans and a flannel shirt. Long, dark hair.

			Something stirred in Sadie deep down. Something that hadn’t moved since she was four and her mom was walking out the door for the last time.

			“Mom…,” Sadie said aloud, and Mal laughed derisively.

			“That’s not the important part. Don’t open your eyes.”

			Sadie didn’t want to anymore. She watched as her mother pushed her through the aisles of the grocery store. Reaching out to grab a box of cereal. Waving to someone near the register.

			This store must have been in Corfield, Sadie realized; she’d lived here until she was two. But she was much less interested in the location of the grocery store than she was in the woman pushing the cart.

			Everything Sadie knew about her mother was fantasy built on top of vague memories and a single photo. The details were mostly created by Sadie on her loneliest days. Probably more Disney princesses and other people’s moms than the person her actual mother had been.

			But this movie wasn’t about Sadie and her mom. It was about Mal. A fact she made clear when she squeezed Sadie’s hands with nails that felt like claws, redirecting Sadie’s attention to the shelf where her mother had stopped.

			There was a box missing from it, and inside a pair of ghostly eyes peered out.

			“No!” Sadie said, feeling the cold stab of fear in her chest. She wanted to scream at her mother to push her to another aisle. To leave the store before something terrible could happen. But she couldn’t. She was helpless here as she had been in all her dreams.

			So Sadie watched as her mother turned, reaching for something on another shelf as the eyes moved closer and locked onto baby Sadie in her seat.

			The shock of their gaze registered in the present. The cold. The malice. Sadie saw her own baby face contort as she felt it, too.

			“That was it,” Mal said, reminding Sadie how close she was, even though Sadie’s eyes were still shut. Her voice was dreamlike, childish. Like she was recounting a trip to Disneyland.

			“What was it?” Sadie asked as baby Sadie began to scream and wail in her mind’s eye.

			“The moment we met.”

			Sadie wrenched her eyes open, pulling her hands out of Mal’s. “What are you?” she asked, revolted. Mal’s fingers were too long now, with too many joints.

			“Once there was a little ghost girl shut up in an attic,” Mal began, the sickly sweet voice echoing through the clearing. “And no one wanted to be her friend.” Her face had begun to stretch strangely as it had in Sadie’s dream. Blurred at the edges. Dark eyes too large.

			“It was you,” Sadie said. “The ghost girl from the story. The one who jumped.”

			“I only wanted a friend,” Mal said, giggling in that saccharine voice. “I’d been alone for so long. And you were so small. So new. You were going to have the life I never did, I could tell. With a mother who loved you instead of one who locked you away.”

			From the other side of the well, Charlotte shouted again, muffled and terrified.

			Sadie tried to reorient herself. Not to get pulled into the past. There would be time to parse out the how and why of it later. Right now she needed to get Charlotte free. That was what she was here to do.

			“You cried all the way home from the store,” Mal recounted dreamily. “Some people know the signs when a spirit has attached themselves to someone—and babies are so vulnerable. Your mom should have cleansed you with smoke or eggs or salt, but she didn’t understand. She didn’t know why you wouldn’t stop crying.”

			Sadie was caught between fear for Charlotte and this new piece of the central puzzle of her life. She couldn’t help but try to imagine what it must have been like to feel the ghost as a baby. To feel terrified and cold and strange and have no words to express it.

			And her poor mom, who couldn’t understand…

			“The first thing I remember feeling is how much I wanted the love your mother lavished on you.” Mal’s too-large eyes were dark pools now, reflective and empty in a face that seemed to become less human by the second. “You were too young to be my friend then, so I tried to get her to hate you. I thought she’d love me instead. All it did was push her away forever. That wouldn’t do.”

			The fracture Sadie’s mom had left on her heart threatened to split open again. She had never understood why her mom left, and her dad had never been able to explain it right. But now it made sense. It had been Mal inside her, making her scared when her mom approached. Making her scream and cry. Making her mom doubt their bond until she fled.

			“After a while, I realized you weren’t the problem,” Mal was saying now. “We were so alike, you and I. So alone. I was so weak before I attached to you, but we grew together. Feeding off your emotions made me strong. That was when I started dreaming of a new future. One where you and I gave each other everything the cruel world denied us. One where we were closer than sisters.”

			Sadie was revolted by this. All her life, Mal had been this parasite riding around inside of her, pushing away everyone who got close to fulfill some twisted fantasy Sadie had never chosen.

			“So you made sure I didn’t have any friends, even though I couldn’t be yours?” Sadie asked. “What was the point?”

			“I don’t think I knew yet,” Mal pondered. “Not until Anna. When Anna came, I realized I had been screwing it up all along. I had a consciousness, but no body. I could feed off of you, your fear, your envy, your heartbreak. But when you had a friend, your emotions were so much more heightened. There was so much more for me to devour.”

			She shivered, like it was too good to bear.

			“But it was terrible, too, because I had to watch you together. So I made a plan,” Mal continued. “If I could get enough of that energy, I could make a body of my own. I dreamed of it every day. I knew if I made you end things with Anna, made you tear apart the bond you shared, it would be enough. The energy surge. The grief. The envy of everyone who could have what you longed for without even trying.”

			Sadie didn’t need to hear the rest. She had lived it, remembered it all again on the way here. It was enough to understand, finally.

			From the other side of the well, Charlotte’s sounds of struggle grew louder.

			Sadie seized the distraction with both hands.

			“Listen,” she said. “The past is in the past. We’re here now. You have a body. You’re free to do what you please. Let Charlotte go, Mal. This is between you and me.”

			Mal laughed again, high-pitched this time. Grating like a musical saw. Sadie’s goose bumps came back as her arms seemed to grow longer, her face to elongate more. Sadie could just make out the top of Charlotte’s head over the stone of the well. That bubble-gum-pink hair.

			It’s her birthday, Sadie thought. And she would be enjoying it with her friends and family if it wasn’t for me. Sadie felt a pang of guilt, of sadness…but then she saw Mal’s face. Her expression grew brighter. Her body grew more solid before Sadie’s eyes. What Mal had said before was true. Sadie’s emotions were what fed the ghost. What made it stronger.

			She thought of the joy of knowing Anna, and the grief when she was gone. The terror, the panic attacks, the feeling that she was broken. That she wasn’t safe. That she might never be.

			As long as Mal was here, Sadie would spend her whole life like that. No relationship safe. No emotion safe. But how could she stop something this powerful?

			“What do you want?” she asked Mal. “Why did you bring me here?”

			“I want you, of course,” Mal said, tilting her pale, distorted face to the side like some horrifying caricature of a little girl. “All to myself. Best friends forever.”

			“And if I promise you can have me, will you let Charlotte go?”

			Mal laughed. “Oh, Sadie, we’ve already tried that. Don’t you remember?” She reached down to her ankle, pressing her finger against it. Against Sadie’s own skin, the M she’d carved there burned. “You can’t help yourself. As long as we’re here, in this world, there will always be the risk of another Anna. Another Charlotte.”

			“Sadie,” Charlotte said from across the well. Her voice was so muffled Sadie couldn’t make out anything but her own name. “Sadie.”

			“You can have me all to yourself,” Sadie promised Mal. Fear clawed at her insides like a rat burrowing into a tree. Maybe there was no hope for her. Mal had been a part of her for too long. Maybe all she could do now was save Charlotte.

			“I’ll never talk to Charlotte again,” she continued. “I’ll never talk to anyone. We can stay here, or go somewhere else. It doesn’t matter, okay? Just let her go and I’ll do what you want. Anything you want.”

			“Sadie, no!” Charlotte had worked the gag down over her top lip. “Don’t do it. Don’t give in.”

			“Shut up, you,” Mal snarled across the well.

			“Sadie, you have to get out of here—she’s dangerous!”

			“Ugh, gag her again,” Mal said to Sadie. “She’s so obnoxious. Always whining and crying. Sadie, save me. Mommy, Daddy.”

			Sadie tried not to look too eager. “I’ll gag her,” she said. “For now, right? Until you let her go?”

			“Sure,” Mal said easily, and Sadie pretended to believe her.

			Sadie scrambled over loose rocks and dead grass. The sight of Charlotte filled her with pity and guilt. Her eyes were puffy from crying, and her hair hung limp and straggly in its birthday braids.

			Sadie approached, kneeling down to take the bandanna in her hands, feeling Mal’s eyes on her until she ducked down below the stone lip of the well.

			I could untie her, Sadie thought. Untie her and tell her to run…

			She didn’t know how powerful Mal was in this form. Clearly something had changed if Charlotte could see her. She must be getting stronger. But would she risk leaving Sadie to chase Charlotte down?

			“It’s okay,” Sadie whispered to Charlotte, trying to stay out of Mal’s direct eyeline for as long as possible. “I’m gonna untie you, and I need you to run as fast as you can.”

			Charlotte’s eyes went wide. She shook her head. “I won’t leave you behind.”

			“You have to,” Sadie said, barely a whisper. “Go get help, okay? Bring someone back. Please.” Sadie didn’t really believe Charlotte would be able to get help in time for whatever Mal was planning, but she would have to hope Charlotte believed it enough to run.

			“Sadie, what’s taking so long?” Mal asked.

			There was no more time.

			Quick as she could, Sadie reached down to untie Charlotte’s wrists. “Go,” she said. And thankfully, Charlotte listened. She stood and ran into the trees. She was going the wrong way, but it didn’t matter. Someone would find her. All she had to do was get away from here.

			“Seriously?” Mal asked as Sadie turned back to face her. She was more ghost than girl now, her eyes pupilless and black, her skin paper white. “See, this is why our friendship will never work here. Even now, when we’re so close to being together forever, all you can think about is her.”

			Just run, Sadie thought desperately. Get far enough away that she can’t stop you.

			Mal scoffed, then fixed her horrible eyes Charlotte. The dark ink of them began to bleed out across her face, like dark veins framing her eyes.

			In the distance, Charlotte screamed, and Sadie knew what she was feeling. The terrible gaze of the invisible eye. The panic. The feeling that she’d never be safe again.

			“Let’s go,” Mal said. “Once she’s tied back up, I’ll deal with you.”

			There was nothing left to do but obey. Mal’s eyes were round again, the bleeding absorbed into their fathomless centers. Mal moved with the feral grace of a predator. Too fast. Too smooth. Sadie struggled to keep up. They dragged Charlotte back to the well together as she shook and sobbed.

			When she was tied up again, Sadie felt hollow. Numb. She didn’t know what Mal would do to them, but she knew there was no way to stop her. There had never been any way.

			“I don’t get what you see in these stupid girls,” Mal ranted. “When you were obsessed with stupid Anna, I told myself you didn’t love me because I didn’t have a body like the other kids. Because you couldn’t see me, or talk to me, you didn’t know how much we had in common.”

			As Mal spoke, Sadie stared at Charlotte’s pink hair. Listened to her sobs. Knowing the guilt and the despair were only feeding Mal, but there was no way to turn them off.

			“With the force of your emotions after Anna died, I could have done whatever I wanted,” Mal was saying now. “And do you know what I did? I made myself a body so neither of us would ever have to be alone again. Which, you’re welcome, by the way.”

			“I never asked you to do that,” Sadie said. “I didn’t even know you existed.”

			“I know,” Mal said, like this was obvious. “That’s why I did it. So I could show you how wrong you had been. How much better I could be for you than anyone else. And I finally did it. I got a body. And you could see me. And we were friends, Sadie, finally friends. Best friends.”

			Her face was euphoric, even in its stretched and waxen state. A mask of triumph and ecstasy that could never have been human. Just as quickly, however, the storm clouds passed over and her eyes turned on Sadie, making her breath catch in her chest.

			“And what did you do?” Mal asked. “You ungrateful brat. You chose someone else anyway. Even though you knew me. Even though everything was perfect. I wasn’t enough for you. And as long as we’re in this world, where you’re a human and I’m a ghost, I never will be.”

			Sadie was frozen again. She didn’t know what to say. She had never been able to make Mal happy. To make her understand.

			“I was so angry at you, Sadie,” she said. “When you chose to save Kelsey from some stupid rat over bonding with me. When you ran off and deserted me for days. I watched you through the window, you know, with your fake illness. I thought about how easy it would be to kill you, and your stupid dad, and everyone else you loved. Much easier than killing Anna. One zapped wire and the whole house would have caught fire.”

			Sadie remembered the long night asleep on the couch. The terror she’d awoken with in the middle of the night. The feeling that she’d seen Mal at the window.

			“But then I realized something. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t anyone’s. Because there was still that divide between us. The gulf between living and ghost. And killing you won’t solve that—it’ll only separate us. So I came up with a better plan. This plan. And now we’ll really be together forever just like we promised each other.”

			Mal’s eyes moved then, from Sadie’s face to the moon she had almost forgotten. It was no longer massive and orange, rising over the treetops, but it was still ominous from its perch in the sky. And it was very nearly right above them.

			Mal was looking at it rapturously. Like it held all the answers to her prayers.

			“When I died, I had a choice, you know,” Mal said to the moon. “To go on, or to stay. I stayed because I wanted a friend. I wanted to know what it felt like to be loved. I had to know. But there’s so much more out there than just this stupid town and this stupid world full of people who betray you. And soon we’ll both be there.”

			“Where?” Sadie asked, numb with cold and terror. “Where are you taking me?”

			“The world beyond this one,” Mal said in that awful, echoing tone. “The place where the dead go.”

			Sadie remembered the way she’d felt in the days after Anna. The yawning dark void of death that had felt so welcoming. An end to all the guilt and the grief and the pain.

			She had never told her therapists how much she thought about it. Just turning off the lights inside. Letting herself be free.

			“We all know where to go,” Mal said. “When our business is finished. The howling calls us home. In a few minutes, the veil will be thin enough, and then we’ll go through together. You and me.”

			Sadie looked back at the well. As the moonlight hit it, the stones started to glow. They looked like the inside of a seashell, or an oily puddle in a parking lot. A shimmer of something otherworldly on their surface.

			Inside, the inky blackness had started to move like a whirlpool. It was hard to look away.

			“It’ll be better there,” Mal said, her own eyes hypnotized by the well, too. The glossy black coins whirling in the same direction. “Nothing to get between us anymore.”

			She sounded so certain, Sadie thought. So happy.

			“But I’ll be…dead?” Sadie asked. The well drew her eyes again. The cold burrowed deeper into her bones.

			“A small price to pay for forever,” Mal said, and it echoed everywhere as her eyes began to bleed black. “Forever with your very best friend.”
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			Mal watched rapturously as the stones of the well began to glow brighter. As the liquid darkness within shifted—more like a galaxy than a whirlpool now.

			But as she watched, a small crack was forming in Sadie’s hopelessness. Big enough to let just a little light in.

			Mal had said she had a choice when she died. To haunt Corfield looking for a friend, or to go on to the next place. She seemed to believe they could get there through this well. But what if Sadie could manage to get Mal through without her? Force her to go on and leave Sadie here to free Charlotte? Return to her dad?

			The moon was rising. In the clearing, there was a strange buzzing hum. The feeling of a transformation reaching its final stages.

			“I’ll go with you,” Sadie said, thinking fast, trying to put the pieces of her plan together. “I want to. There’s nothing left for me here—you’re right.”

			Mal looked away from the well at last. Her smile looked so haunting with her eyes bleeding black—but there was no doubt Sadie had said what she wanted to hear. “Yes,” she said. “Yes. I knew you’d understand. Oh, Sadie, we’ll be so happy.”

			“There’s only one thing I need, okay?” Sadie hedged. “Let’s just let Charlotte go. Untie her. She’d never get back in time to tell anyone.”

			Dark pools that they were, Mal’s eyes still managed to flash dangerously. “What do you care about her for?” she asked. “I thought you said you were ready. That there was nothing left for you here.”

			“There isn’t,” Sadie promised. “I swear. But…what if something goes wrong and Charlotte gets pulled through, too? We wouldn’t want her with us, right? This is just for us.”

			Mal was quiet. She seemed to be considering this.

			“She is touching the well,” Sadie said. “It could misunderstand. Think we wanted to bring her.”

			“She’s not coming with us,” Mal snarled. Her mouth twisted into a vicious shape. “She’d ruin everything.”

			“That’s right,” Sadie said. “So let’s just make sure she doesn’t. Send her home.”

			Mal’s horrible inky eyes bored into Sadie’s as she came closer. Her skin didn’t look like skin anymore. It shimmered like the stones of the well. Like it wasn’t supposed to be here. “You promise you’ll come through with me. You swear.”

			Never had a lie been so important. Sadie didn’t look away, just stared into those pools of nothingness and tried to mean it. Just for this moment. “I swear,” she said. “Just let me untie her.”

			“If she tries to interfere, I’ll kill her,” Mal said. Her voice echoed, sending chills up Sadie’s arms. “And it won’t stop me from taking you.”

			“I know,” Sadie said.

			“Okay,” Mal said. Her voice sounded almost human as she did. The voice of the girl Sadie had met by the dumpsters on a chilly winter day. “I need to prepare. Do what you want with her.”

			“Thank you, Mal,” Sadie said, relief flooding her body. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

			Mal smiled again. Her teeth were sharp now, pointed like a predator’s in her distorted face. “Don’t forget it.”

			Mal turned back to the well, which had begun to emit a faint radiance. It was hard to describe, almost like a black light at the bowling alley making everything appear to be glowing from within.

			Sadie made her way over to Charlotte as Mal raised her pale arms, speaking in some harsh whispered tone in words Sadie didn’t know. She untied the ropes with half-numb fingers, pulling the gag she’d only just tied out of Charlotte’s mouth.

			This time, Charlotte didn’t hesitate. She took one terrified look at Sadie, at Mal standing before the glowing well, and she bolted. This time, she went the right way. The way back to town, where her friends and family were waiting for her.

			It was what Sadie had wanted, of course, but she still felt the sting of it. Being left alone with the burden of the ghost, just as she’d always been. If she could get Mal into the well somehow, she’d be free. If she couldn’t…at least no one else would have to die for her.

			She walked back to Mal slowly. Taking in the trees, the sky, the moon. The dead winter grass at their feet. All the things about this world she could drink in in case she never saw it again.

			“You’re back,” Mal said, turning away from the well as Sadie returned to her side. “You didn’t try to run.” She was every bit the horror from Sadie’s dream now. The black of her eyes had bled nearly to her chin, like dark tears that never stopped falling. Her features were so twisted and strange they could not have been mistaken for human.

			“I promised,” Sadie said. Her voice sounded far away again. She tried to force herself back into her body. Back into this moment. Mal had to believe her, had to trust her one hundred percent, or else she’d never be able to get her into the well first. “And anyway, I’m glad she’s gone.”

			“Yes,” Mal said. “She was always in the way.”

			“If you had been human,” Sadie said as the moon shone down on the well, drawing their final moment closer, “if we could have had sleepovers, and eaten lunch together, and sat next to each other on the field trip bus, there never would have been a Charlotte to begin with.”

			“Or an Anna,” Mal said, her eyes large and sparkling again as she moved toward Sadie.

			“Or an Anna,” Sadie lied around the lump in her throat. “But life isn’t fair that way, is it?”

			“It’s not fair at all,” Mal agreed eagerly. “It’s gotten between us every time. Kept us apart when we—”

			“When we belong together,” Sadie finished for her, reaching out for Mal.

			“Yes,” Mal said, her twisted face feverish with joy.

			“I’m sorry I couldn’t understand until now,” Sadie said, holding out her hand into the space between them. “I’ve been looking everywhere for a best friend when I had one right here the whole time.”

			The expression that overtook Mal’s features was terrifying in its intensity. In her eyes, Sadie could see the whole saga beginning again. The girl, locked in the attic, jumping four stories to her death. Sadie’s mother in the grocery store. The eyes in the empty spot on the shelf.

			The flickering lights. The goose bumps.

			The birthday parties that ended in tears.

			Anna.

			Charlotte.

			And now this place. The well. The end.

			Mal took Sadie’s outstretched hand with her twisted one. There was no warmth to her skin. No softness. It felt clammy, like chilly morning fog condensed into flesh. It was all Sadie could do not to recoil as Mal’s many jointed fingers clicked into place around her own. Locking her there.

			You have to do this, came a little voice in the back of her head. For Charlotte. For Anna.

			Before them, the swirling ink in the well began to rise up over the glowing, iridescent stones. To form a doorway that blocked out the forest, the moon in the sky.

			“I’m scared,” Sadie said. “Maybe you can show me how it’s done?”

			“We’ll do it together,” Mal said, tightening her grip on Sadie’s hand as they stared into the world beyond.

			Sadie had thought she understood death after Anna died, but looking at the doorway now she realized she hadn’t understood at all. Before, it was shock. Grief. Living while someone you loved was gone, imagining something easier but never truly understanding what it meant.

			Now she understood. This was death. This doorway hummed of it. Promised it in whispers.

			It wasn’t even black, not like a crayon or a pair of Converse. It was just…nothing. A yawning absence that seemed to pull everything toward it. No light reflected off of it, not even the brilliant light from the moon.

			In the face of it, Sadie forgot the plan. Forgot even her own name. Even Mal, beside her, seemed cowed by its power. She had never known true death, either. She’d been too scared, too desperate to let go even after she’d chosen it.

			Death wasn’t soft, Sadie thought as she contemplated the doorway. It wasn’t sharp. It wasn’t anything. And the closer Sadie got to it, the more the fear and hope and want inside her began to fall away.

			Sadie took the next step closer to the doorway without even thinking about pushing Mal inside.

			No pain, she thought, almost deliriously. No loneliness. No heartbreak or jealousy or grief. There would be no joy, either, of course. No giddiness or coziness or triumph. But in this moment, the absence of the burden she’d always carried seemed like a fair trade.

			“You feel it, don’t you?” Mal asked, her eyes greedy on Sadie’s face.

			Sadie nodded before she decided to. She told herself she was acting, buying herself time. But now she wasn’t so sure. She knew she was supposed to hate the girl beside her, to fear her, but she didn’t remember why. She couldn’t really remember anything. There was a peaceful white noise in her ears, like a fan on when you’re falling asleep, blurring everything else.

			“Are you ready?” Mal asked.

			Sadie looked at her. She was a girl again in this moment. Pale skin. Her thin white hair. Gray eyes. Was this what she’d looked like before she jumped? Sadie wondered. Even the clamminess of her hand was fading. Sadie didn’t know if Mal was getting warmer or Sadie was getting colder, but she found it didn’t matter much.

			Wouldn’t it be a relief to her father? Sadie wondered. Not to have to care for her so dutifully? Not to have to miss work and pick her up off the floor and deal with the fact that she would never be normal?

			And her mother was long gone, never coming home. Would she even know Sadie was gone?

			And then there was Anna, who had already met this fate.

			Charlotte, who had gotten away. Charlotte, who would be safe.

			Sadie looked back at Mal again. “I’m ready,” she said. Even she didn’t know if she was pretending now.

			Mal’s smile lit up the night. It was brighter than the moon itself.

			“Together, then,” she said, and they took another step toward the door.

			Sadie closed her eyes. She felt the stirring of whatever was beyond, reaching for her, enfolding her.

			Dimly, she felt something was supposed to happen next, but her body seemed to be surrendering on its own. Her mind craving this nothingness. This new start. This new ending.

			Then from behind her came a shriek. One that seemed so out of place in this restful bubble Sadie tore her eyes open to meet it.

			Charlotte came charging up behind them, and before Sadie could even figure out what she was doing here, Charlotte’s outstretched hands had connected with Mal’s shoulders as she pushed her into the portal.

			Everything jolted back into Sadie then, rattling her bones. All the pain surged in along with her memories, and every part of her cried out against the onslaught. Demanded a return to the peaceful white noise…

			“Sadie!” Charlotte screamed, off balance behind her. “Let go!”

			Before Sadie could puzzle out what this meant, she felt herself jerk sharply forward.

			Sadie was still holding Mal’s hand.

			“You can’t!” Mal screamed, terror in every line of her face as she dangled above the yawning void. “You can’t leave me alone! Sadie, you promised!”

			From behind her, Sadie felt something seize her other hand. It was Charlotte. Charlotte’s very warm, very human hand grasping hers.

			“Sadie, you have to fight!” she said, her face screwed up with the effort of pulling her back. “You have to fight! Don’t let her take you!”

			“You’ll never belong,” Mal snarled, the fear still visible beneath her anger. “You’ll never really be one of them. There’s nothing left for you back there, you know that.”

			For an eternal moment, Sadie hung between two worlds, knowing she would have to choose. Unable to.

			“Fight, Sadie!” Charlotte cried. “You have to let her go!”

			Sadie turned to Charlotte, then back to Mal, then back to Charlotte. Where did she really belong?

			“I don’t know if I deserve to come back,” she said to Charlotte, the white noise blotting the sound again. “Anna died. My best friend. I let her die. You almost died. Because of me.”

			The tears were falling now, the portal sucking them in. Sadie felt these little bits of herself crossing over and felt it was all inevitable. How could she fight?

			“You deserve to live, Sadie, but you have to want to. Don’t you want to know what your life is like without her? Who you really are when you’re allowed to be yourself?”

			Sadie pondered this as though she had hours instead of seconds. Mal had been a part of her for so long that Sadie had almost forgotten there was someone underneath. That smiling baby in the grocery cart. The girl Sadie would have grown up to be.

			Who would she be if she could have made friends? If she didn’t have to mold herself around her worst fears? If she didn’t have to push away everyone who might have loved her, or taught her, or changed her…?

			“She’s lying!” Mal shrieked, but she sounded farther away now. The portal wasn’t going to let her go. It was going to take her back to where she belonged.

			But it wasn’t where Sadie belonged. At least, she didn’t think so. There was only one way to find out.

			One finger at a time, Sadie released Mal’s desperate, grasping, clammy hand. The other girl clung on to her, nails digging into Sadie’s flesh as she screamed in terror and fury. The look on her face was one Sadie would never forget. A fear so profound it nearly broke her heart. A girl who had never been loved. A girl who had chosen death long ago, trapped here by the fears that had made her human life such a misery.

			Charlotte gave a last, almighty tug, and Sadie was released from the grip of the portal. The void beyond. She landed in a tangled heap with Charlotte on the ground. They struggled to right themselves. To watch as the well swallowed Mal.

			Her screams echoed in the air around them for a long time. But she was gone.
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			The absence of Mal was almost more intense than her presence had been. Not just the physical fact of the girl no longer standing beside her, but something deep inside of Sadie that had evaporated when Mal went. Something she hadn’t realized was vital until it was gone.

			Sadie wasn’t aware she was clutching at her chest until Charlotte reached out and loosened her hands.

			How long had it been since the doorway disappeared? Minutes? An hour? When Sadie looked at the stones again they were only stone. The swirling ink was gone. Like it had never been there at all.

			The only evidence of what had happened besides the strange emptiness in Sadie’s chest was Charlotte’s expression. Her eyes were wide and round, reflecting the moon that had begun to sink in the sky.

			“Is it over?” she asked.

			“I…I think so?” Sadie said.

			They approached the well together, slowly, as if they were both afraid Mal would return. Claw her way over the lip. Start the whole ordeal from the beginning.

			But nothing happened. Far off, Sadie heard crickets chirping in the night. A springtime sound.

			“You came back,” she said to Charlotte. “Why didn’t you run?”

			“I heard everything,” Charlotte said. “She was going to take you into the well. Kill you. And I knew you had to make her believe you would go with her, but I wasn’t going to leave you, Sadie.”

			“You saved my life,” Sadie said, the feeling slowly returning to her fingers. “I don’t even know what to say.”

			“Well.” Charlotte turned away from the well. Looked right at Sadie. “You can start by answering about five million questions about what just happened.”

			Sadie’s first instinct was to shy away. To say she couldn’t explain. For her whole life, keeping people at arm’s length had been the only way to keep them safe.

			But Mal was gone. And for the first time in her life, Sadie was desperate to tell the whole story.

			“Are you sure you want to ask them?” Sadie said. “It’s all kind of…freaky.”

			“Freakier than being kidnapped by a ghost and almost watching your friend get sucked into the underworld?” Charlotte asked. She was, inexplicably, smiling.

			“Maybe not quite as freaky as that,” Sadie admitted. “But it’s pretty long, too. Like, my-whole-life long.”

			“We have a long walk ahead of us,” Charlotte said, linking arms with Sadie and turning back in the direction of town.

			Sadie laughed. It felt so strange, to laugh after all they had been through, but the understanding was starting to dawn bright and clear.

			Mal was gone.

			The ghost was gone.

			Charlotte was alive.

			And Sadie, for the first time since she’d been a baby in a grocery cart, was free.

			“Well,” she said, “I can tell you the whole story, but first, we might have to figure out what we’re going to tell our parents.”

			Charlotte looked as scared as she had been when she was tied to the well. “Right,” she said. “This might be a little hard to explain.”

			“Yeah,” Sadie replied, turning to leave the well behind. “Especially since, spoiler alert, we’re supposed to be at your surprise birthday party right now at the Pizza Corral. If it’s not over already.”

			Charlotte laughed, too, then. Softly at first, then harder.

			“Happy birthday?” Sadie said, and she was laughing, too. There, in the most haunted thicket in all of Corfield, if not the world, the two of them bent over at the waist, wheezing and cackling until Sadie’s face was wet with tears and her stomach ached.

			“We’re not going to be able to tell anyone about this, are we?” Charlotte asked when they’d calmed down a little.

			Sadie, still hiccupping occasionally, shook her head. “I mean, we can. But they’ll probably lock us up and never let us out.”

			“Right,” Charlotte said again. “Hey, I have an idea.”

			“What’s that?” Sadie asked, beginning the long walk back to town.

			“We should write a graphic novel about this. Our very own. We’ll pretend we made it all up, but at least we can get it out somehow.”

			Again, Sadie’s impulse was to pull back. But the idea of working on a project with Charlotte, of talking about what she’d gone through, sharing her story somehow? It seemed good. It seemed better than good.

			“I mean, if you’re sure you want to hang out with the person who got you kidnapped and tied to a haunted well on your birthday, I’m in.”

			Charlotte smiled. “Hey, you know how I feel about a paranormal mystery.”

			Sadie felt the laughter threatening to overtake her again, but an idea interrupted it just in time.

			“Research,” she said.

			Charlotte tilted her head to the side, waiting.

			“That’s what we’ll tell our parents,” Sadie clarified. “That you came out here to do research for our secret graphic novel project and got lost. I was the only one who knew, so I found you.”

			Charlotte lit up. “You know what?” she said. “That might actually work.”

			Sadie couldn’t help but notice her steps quickened a little now that she had something to tell her parents. “Okay,” she said to Sadie. “If we’re gonna write about this, I have to know it all. Start at the beginning.”

			So Sadie did.
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