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To my readers, friends, and family: Your encouragement and support on this writing journey makes all the difference. Thank you for accepting Athena Gray as readily as you have me.
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Chapter One
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I made it through the first month of my high school senior year without bringing anyone back to life or convincing them to die. Skulking beneath the social radar ended when Hannah Whitby transferred into my economics class, because the only empty desk sat right across from me. Her confident expression morphed into revulsion when Mr. Fisher motioned for her to sit there. Yes, I'd lost my mother. Yes, my grandfather had died, too. There were also rumors of me showing up when others in town passed away. The best and last story circulating the school included a serial killer who tried to murder my sister. 

The class turned around and gawked when Hannah reacted like I'd started chanting incantations. I stared up at the ceiling and studied a blinking, fluorescent light bulb. My life had improved lately. Things were almost better than ever. Why did the one person in the world who made my blood boil have to transfer into this class?

The very back row of economics was unofficially reserved for invisible people. In one chair ahead of me sat a girl just as unpopular, which didn't help Hannah's dilemma. She refused to take her seat, whispered something in Mr. Fisher's ear, and he motioned for her to pull up a chair beside his desk. His gaze flitted back to me as if noticing I existed for the first time. 

The girl seated in front of me, Nikki, looked back, too. I could almost see the wheels turning in her brain, wondering what little old me had done to the star of the school basketball team. I guess she hadn't heard I'd locked Hannah in the girls' bathroom for being a bully, and then coaxed some dead wasps back to life to keep her company. It was an accident. In a way.

Nikki dawdled at her desk when class was over, so I knew before I left the room she would ask me about Hannah. Nikki and I never spoke, which was probably best. I took a sharp right into the science hall to lose her in the crowd of students changing classes, but she caught up with me before I could escape into Advanced Placement Biology. 

"Hey," she said. 

I said, "Hey" back.

"Do you know Hannah?"

I stopped, just to be nice, but edged toward the open classroom door. "Doesn't everybody?"

"You're Athena Gray, right?"

I nodded, surprised she knew my name. 

"You hang out with Lipinsky?" 

Again she caught me off guard, but I didn't let on she was right about Dan Lipinsky. "He's a friend," I said, trying to sound mysterious.

"Oh." 

It wasn't an impressed sound, more like disappointed. Unable to resist, I said, "So, are you a friend of Hannah's?"

Nikki laughed outright like I'd told a joke. "Right," she said with bitterness in her tone. "Maybe you haven't heard what she calls me."

I thought for a minute and figured she meant what a lot of people called her. "That's mean." Her tanned, round face didn't have one blemish. Her hair was a nice straw color and would have been prettier if she'd do something besides chop it into a short, athletic bob. With my dark eyes and hair, we were complete opposites – on the outside anyway.

Nikki waited for me to say something more, and since no one could make a pause more awkward, I added, "She doesn't like me if that's what you're asking."

"That's what I thought." 

I grinned. The girl beside me was one of those people who stared directly into your eyes when she spoke, searching for any sign of deceit or ridicule. I tried not to flinch as she scrutinized my expression. 

"It could have been worse," Nikki said, "she might have actually sat down by us."

I realized she had a point. "Good thing, then." I glanced toward the classroom door.

"See you later," she added, finally taking the hint. 

"Sure." I took my first steps away from her with relief because people were slipping past us making strange faces. Athena the freak, and Nikki, the big, lumbering chick who eats softballs? 

"Hey, Athena?"

With an air of impatience, I answered, "Yeah?"

"Why does she call you 'Bug girl?'"

I stared, unable to believe she'd brought it up. "I don't know. Why does she call you names?" 

A flash of hurt lit up Nikki's eyes but vanished just as quickly. She moved off without a response, and I noticed as she maneuvered down the hall she appeared so careless it looked almost cool.

I slunk into class feeling terrible I'd brought anything up. If Hannah Whitby wanted to tell people I locked her in a bathroom with bees, wasps, and flies to torment her, there wasn't anything I could do to stop her. Why bother when she knew the truth in her heart? The bugs were already dead, lying on the old window sill of our girls' restroom, and I'd brought them back to life by making a little wish. Besides, there were worse things to be called. Last year I'd had a dark angel following me around calling me 'Death Cheater.' I'd take Bug Girl any day. 

I strode into class shaking the grim memories from the past school year. Dan Lipinsky, my very best friend, not counting my sister, sat in the front of the room at a two person lab table. It was on the left side of the classroom next to the windows, which felt great in the spring and fall, but not in September when summer temperatures lingered like a relative who didn't know when to leave. I jerked my chair away from Dan and the pool of sunlight, so I wouldn't sweat. 

He looked at me funny and sniffed himself. 

"You know I can't sit in the sun. I'll sweat like a pig."

"It's not that hot."

"You're used to it." 

He shrugged and whispered, "Vampire."

I meant he was used to standing in the sun all day, because Dan played baseball in the spring for the school, and in the fall he played in a softball league with some friends. He had hundreds of friends, everybody knew Dan Lipinsky, but I considered myself high up on the peeps list since we'd become close our junior year. 

Dan knew I could help people pass over or stay, and he knew there were forces neither one of us understood that were aware of my gifts. Those forces called me a Death Cheater. He'd seen the dark spirit haunting me last year and had been there when I needed him most. I'd stood up to a demon haunting the backwoods of Omega, and with a little help sent it back from where it came. In my heart, I knew I couldn't have done it without Dan.

A loud thump jerked me out of my rumination. Mrs. Allen had somehow clicked into the room on needle point high heels to lob books onto her desk without being noticed. Half of the class jumped. The droning murmurs around us petered out as Dan and I both reached for our notes. 

"Let's open our books to chapter three," our teacher commanded. This biology class was serious business; it could earn us college credit if we played our cards right, and Mrs. Allen was no pushover. We were only a few weeks into school, and we already spent every free minute studying. 

Dan pulled my textbook over closer to him so he could read, and together we followed our teacher as she refreshed our memories on photosynthesis. When we broke for lunch, I left my stuff scattered all over the lab table since we'd be back later. I didn't like eating right in the middle of my biology block, because I knew eventually we'd be dissecting something or the other, and I didn't have a good track record when it came to that sort of thing. If I wasn't involuntarily and horribly nauseated, I sometimes inadvertently encouraged things to come to life. 

Butterflies, flatworms, stinging insects... a few friends and relatives... That was my track record to date, but I happened to know Mrs. Allen had a cat dissection on the books for some time near the end of the year. Although I was stronger now, death cheating could be socially disastrous. 

"What'd you bring today?" Dan asked, as we moseyed down the hall toward the cafeteria. I held up a crumpled cereal bar in my hand. He frowned. "Why don't you ever eat anything?"

"I'm not carrying a lunch box to high school," I huffed back, eyeing his lunch sack. Dan could brown bag it to school. He was cool. Nobody cared. My sister and I couldn't even afford the extra money to spend on brown bags, so if I brought something, it'd be in a plastic drugstore sack.

"Nobody cares what you bring to school," Dan chided me, "and nobody watches you eat."

"Obviously you do." 

We stepped into a cloud of noise and activity, while he held the cafeteria door open for me. I stared straight ahead pretending this was normal and comfortable, which it should have been, because he did it all the time. Dan was too nice, but that was Dan.

We made a beeline for our table beside one of the tall windows facing the soccer fields. The sun glared down, heating the cafeteria several degrees above comfortable, but the sky looked as blue as I imagined the sea on a lazy, summer afternoon. It would be weeks before fall settled in. Our little western Tennessee town of Omega set so far south we lived with long summers and high humidity up until Halloween. It was almost time for the trees to start changing colors on their fingertips.

Jamal already occupied some of the space at our table. He'd been Dan's lab partner last year and played baseball, too. He didn't seem to mind me too much, and he'd become even friendlier since I started hanging around at some of the ballgames. He grunted 'hi' through a mouthful of something white and pasty.

"Oh cheese, how can you eat that?" I plopped down across from him and peeled open the silver wrapper of my cereal bar. 

Jamal glanced down at his cafeteria tray. "It's not so bad," he muttered with his mouth full. 

"Fake potatoes, squeegee meat, and bad produce?" I made an incredulous face.

"Better than what I get at home," he answered. Jamal lived with his dad. I never asked where his mother was, but I didn't get the feeling she'd passed on to the other side.

Dan stuck his finger in Jamal's mashed potatoes. "Those are definitely fake," he agreed, and Jamal swatted at him.

"What'd your mommy pack you?" Actually I was jealous. I didn't have parents, and Dan's mother was some kind of super mom with all the cool moves. 

He opened his bag and peeked in suspiciously. "I have two peanut butter and jellies, one bag of chips, and fruit." He yanked out a rather old looking banana.

"Yuck," I groaned.

Jamal made a face like fake potatoes tasted better.

Next, Dan pulled out a bag of homemade looking chocolate chip cookies and twirled them in the air. "Now that's food," I said with a sigh. My sister, Gina, was into health food. I hadn't seen cookies in months.

A sudden shadow loomed across the table, blocking out sunlight from the window. I'd felt something brush up against me, but it hadn't registered until she stood there, staring at the last vacant chair pushed under our table. 

I realized it was a hint for me to pull it out. "Do you want to sit down?" I was surprised to head off an awkward moment for everyone else. I usually had a hard time finding words. Nikki dropped into the seat and smacked her lunch tray down like it was heavy. 

"Thanks," she muttered. I noticed Jamal stopped chewing and had a bulge in the side of his cheek, waiting for me or Dan to explain why Nikki was sitting at our lunch table.

I flashbacked on the last three years of high school and all the times I'd snacked in the hallways or bathroom so I wouldn't be seen eating alone. "Nikki's in my economics class," I announced, like I'd invited her.

Dan smiled at her without missing a beat and said, "Hey," with his mouth full of peanut butter. Jamal slowly started to chew again, picking up speed as he glanced furtively around the cafeteria. One of the baseball players Dan hung out with walked by, and they gave each other a hand slap. The boy glanced back at me and Nikki before he moved on. He obviously thought Dan was slumming it in the lunchroom this year.

It wasn't that anyone didn't like Nikki, she was just there. Tough. Hard. Alone. Not too different than me, I admitted, except for the fact I was a social marshmallow. I pretended not to care, but I let others' opinions affect me. Nikki couldn't care less.

"Are you playing softball for the school again?" Dan asked our guest.

Nikki nodded like it was a given. "I haven't seen you after school much."

He shrugged. "We're in conditioning. Practice isn't official until after the holidays." 

"You're not playing basketball?"

He shook his head but motioned at Jamal. "Not this year, but Jamal is."

Jamal gave Nikki a weak smile.

"I've seen you at some of the softball games," Nikki acknowledged, and I thought he blushed.

"Yeah, we have a few friends who play." Dan smiled with all the Lipinsky charm he could muster while Jamal remained silent, letting him answer for him. "We ball players need to stick together."

"I hope you have a better season this year," Nikki said to Dan. She scooped a big mouthful of potatoes into her mouth unperturbed Jamal had stopped chewing, and Dan's smile froze.

"He's had a lot of distractions," I said defensively. Dan had had a bad ball season last year, but it'd been my fault. The whole death cheating thing had been a major interference. 

With a shrug, Nikki added, "If you're looking for any kind of scholarship, this year is the time to do it if you want to get out of this town."

"Right," Dan said with a renewed smile. "I'm looking forward to it."

"We're going to cheer you on," I promised him.

"What about you?" Nikki switched her inquisitive gaze my direction.

I swallowed a lump of cereal bar that wanted to stick in my throat. "What about what?"

"How come you don't play?"

"I'm not into playing sports. I'd rather watch." I tried to keep my voice neutral.

"I saw your name on the newspaper staff sign-up list."

My face colored at her big reveal. Dan's face lit up, and inside I cringed. 

"You did? You'll be great." I thought Dan was going to stand up and dance around. I rolled my eyes and took an aggressive bite out of my shrinking cereal bar.

"I'm on the staff," Nikki informed me. I felt my brows rise. "Don't look so surprised," said Nikki. "I write the sports column." 

"That's right," Dan said, rudely pointing a finger at her. "I forgot it was you."

Nikki mumbled, "Easy to do."

I glanced sideways at her. "I just thought I'd help write some articles or edit or something."

"Why'd you wait until your senior year?" she pressed.

"I've had distractions, too." I didn't want to go into the last few years of school: losing my mom, my grandfather, then the ghosts and haunts of Omega rearing their paranormal heads and butting into my life.

Jamal finally had something to offer. "You'll be good at the newspaper, Athena. Maybe they'll let you help Nikki with sports or something." His dark eyes shined with sincerity. 

Beside me, Nikki looked interested, but I felt my stomach knot up. Sitting by her in class wasn't a big deal, but here she was at my lunch table with my only friends, and now she was on the newspaper staff. My enthusiasm for signing up for the paper waned. I didn't have time for casual friends, especially for ones who didn't fit in any better than I did. Nikki, she was... different.

I wiped my mouth to act preoccupied. Out past the soccer fields the tree line glowed in the distance. An awkward silence fell over the four of us. Dan had a faint smile hanging on by one corner, but I caught the glimmer in his eye with the look he gave me. He was out of conversation, too.

"I guess we'll see," I finally managed to say, and Dan burst into a boring monologue of the last baseball season. My attention moved silently to the trees outside, and I caught myself tilting my head as I studied a strange, bluish reflection bouncing off the treetops. It was sunlight, wasn't it? A familiar feeling sprouted in my stomach. One that turned it warm and choppy. 

Dan nudged my elbow, and I jumped. 

"What is it?" His voice sounded tentative, afraid I saw something no one else could see.

"Nothing." I blinked and smiled at him. His All-American brown haired, blue-eyed cuteness helped wash away the weird feeling I had from staring too hard at the distant woods. The woods where my first dark angel had found me. The woods where the native souls of Omega wandered. The woods in my dreams where I walked and talked with my dead grandfather. I shook my head. "It's nothing." He stared at me for a few seconds then shifted his attention. 

After returning to our biology class after lunch, my last two classes were math and English, and they dragged unbearably slow. I tried to absorb information I would never use after graduation, but it didn't want to funnel into my distracted brain. The senior class English teacher also happened to be over the yearbook, and she stopped me as I hurried out at the dismissal bell. When I told her I'd already signed up for the newspaper, she gave me a sorry smile which almost made me reconsider, but I was already overtaxed. Just putting myself out there for one afterschool club was a huge step in conquering my chronic social anxiety. I'd made myself do it. It was my senior year after all. 

At the bell, I dodged the swell of students draining out of the school exits and escaped the building to look for Dan. He'd dropped me off at home every afternoon after school since the beginning of this year, although I usually had to wait for him to slap hands and bump knuckles with everyone. I traipsed out to his decrepit, red Volkswagen beetle. The black, torn imitation leather inside was too hot to sit on after being in the sun all day, so I tossed my books in and slammed the door shut to wait for him. 

A few people looked my way as they hurried out to their own cars. I tried not to be overwhelmed at the furtive attention. It was hard to ignore the little voice in the back of my head analyzing what they might be thinking. Why is she standing by Lipinsky's car? Can't she get her own ride? What's he see in her?

The kid who drove the car parked next to Dan's inched his way past the Bug, looking at me like I might take a bite out of him. I forced the corners of my mouth to turn up in what I hoped was a smile. "Hey," I mumbled. I pressed myself up against the Bug, and he slipped inside the driver's side door of his own car without eye contact or touching me.

So much for friends in high places. I wished Dan there already so we could take off. He had a brother who was a freshman this year, but he rode to school with different friends. It was kind of nice having Dan to myself to be honest. 

Turning my back to the rude kid next to me, I rested my arms on the hot roof of the car and stared out across the parking lot. Beyond it, the woods around our high school glowed in the afternoon sun just as it had at lunch. I squinted and stared into the trees, wondering why it felt so different. A flash of movement in the distance sent my heart into startled free fall. 

Almost like a silver shadow, someone or something moved in the distance. A silvery glimmer shifted, like it didn't want to be seen. My knees felt ready to buckle, and I caught myself pressing my arms down hard onto the roof as I stared with all of my power. The rooftop burned my forearms. "Ow."

"Athena?"

I jumped like someone had poked me with a pencil even though I recognized the voice. "What?" I snapped, instantly feeling guilt for being so rude. 

Nikki halted in the middle of the parking lot, a few feet away from the Bug's rusted chrome fender. She jerked a thumb back over her shoulder. "The newspaper staff meeting is tomorrow, right after school. We have them every Thursday."

"Right," I said. "Okay." I took a deep, cleansing breath to calm my nerves and tried to smile. I guess I'd been officially accepted.

Nikki gave me a smile back and turned toward the school. She probably had softball practice. I wondered if they let her miss it for newspaper staff meetings. It didn't seem likely.

Seeing Dan striding across the parking lot, I gave him a little wave and opened the car door. It was hard not to collapse against the seat despite the searing heat on the black vinyl. An overwhelming exhaustion fell over me like a blanket, and I wiped my face. Just as Dan's hand pulled on the driver's side door, I saw the glimmer again through the forest beyond him. I blinked and rubbed my eyes. The September daylight was playing tricks. 

"Are you all right?" He threw some colored folders into the backseat.

"Sure," I said back much too fast. As I spoke I realized there was a faint drone in the air, like a hum.

Oh, no. 

*****

DAN ASKED ABOUT NIKKI on the way home, and I explained what happened with Hannah in economics class. It was hard to concentrate at first, because I was straining my ears to listen for background noise, but the hum had vanished.

"Don't mind her," Dan soothed. 

"What do you think I should do about the newspaper thing?"

"Go," he insisted. "You'll enjoy it. It'll give you a chance to do something different." 

"You mean something other than clean my house or follow you around?"

He smirked. "You don't follow me around."

"Luckily, I'm better at biology than you," I reminded him.

"It's a good trade. I drive, you tutor." 

I chuckled. "We have a quiz Friday so tomorrow night is cram time."

The old Volkswagen lurched as we pulled up in front of the house. My grandfather's silver-gray sedan sat in the driveway, which meant my big sister, Gina, was home. 

"Good luck on the homework," I told Dan, as I slipped out of the passenger side. 

"Sure," he answered. "See you tomorrow." I smiled and waved as he revved the sputtering engine and backed away.

Our house was a faded blue split-level home from the early eighties. It was squeezed into one of Omega's older city blocks. My grandfather, who we called Poppy, bought it for his retirement when it was new, but my mother moved in with him, bringing my older sister along, and later I joined them. She died of cancer when I was eleven. Poppy had died almost two years ago. It felt like yesterday. 

"I'm home," I called as I slammed the front door behind me. Gina was in the kitchen making a lot of noise with pots and pans. "What's the racket?" I teased as I traipsed in. 

"I was going to start some spaghetti," she replied, almost to herself, "but I can't find the stainless steel one." She had specific pots for different dishes for some odd reason. All I needed was a microwave to survive.

"Guess who transferred into my economics class?" I collapsed into one of the rickety oak chairs pushed under our eat-in dinner table. The yellow-orange colored walls glowed in the afternoon sun from a window over the sink and from one behind the table. It all felt familiar and safe. 

"Dan?" Gina guessed innocently. She was under the impression I had a total crush on Dan, but I had no intention of ever admitting it, even to her. 

"No, Hannah Whitby."

"Isn't that the girl who gave you a hard time last year?" 

"Yeah." I rolled my eyes like I didn't care. "She pretty much leaves me alone now."

"Good." 

I thought about Nikki but decided not to mention her. "How was your class?"

"Same old thing," Gina mumbled, "but not really." She pressed her lips together the same way I often did mine. Her dark hair had grown out and almost touched her shoulders. You could tell we were sisters. "I can't believe I only have one year left of nursing school. I'm about there." 

"Poppy would be proud. Did you get your schedule for the VA clinic worked out?"

"Yep," she smiled, "Mr. Shepherd helped me with it."

Gina had been working some kind of rotation at a small hospital for veterans in the next town. We had a mutual friend there who I'd met at a funeral of someone I'd helped cross over. He didn't know about that, he just thought Gina and I were nice girls who hung around old people. He wasn't far off, except he'd have to add dead people, too.

"They have a position for a youth volunteer if you're interested," Gina informed me.

"Ah..." I knew she wanted to get me out of the house more, but hanging around any place death visited was not a good place for me to be. I always ended up talking people into coming or going. Not intentionally. It just happened. I saw things normal people never noticed – like bright blue lights on a late summer afternoon. 

My stomach clinched. "I have some homework," I confessed, hopping up to search the pantry for a snack. 

"You better get busy then." Gina used her motherly tone. We left the volunteer question open. I made a face at her behind the open door as I grabbed a sleeve of crackers, then I remembered Nikki and the newspaper staff meeting after school the next day.

I shut the door to the pantry. "I, uh..." Gina turned from the pot of water she'd put on the stove with a look of expectation. I cleared my throat. "There's a meeting after school tomorrow for the newspaper staff."

"And?"

"I signed up, so I'm going to stay after and check it out." Frowning, I tried to look unexcited. Gina's eyes brightened, and I did a mental eye roll. "It's just once a week." I hurried out and leapt up the yellow shag carpeted stairs two at a time to my bedroom. 

"That. Is. So. Awesome!" My sister shrieked like a cheerleader.

"It's no big deal," I sputtered back, calling out loud enough for my voice to carry down to the kitchen. I shut my bedroom door while my heart thumped with nervous anxiety. Why did people have to get so excited about every little thing? It wasn't like I was a total loser.

*****

WHEN THE VEIL THINNED between my world and the other place where spirits dwelled, my vision grew hazy. There'd be an annoying hum in my chest, and it'd radiate out through my ears. The differences between here and there were so subtle I didn't always notice them, but sometimes things happened I couldn't ignore, like the shimmer over the forest after school.

I'd never felt threatened when I heard the hum in my dreams. Whenever I dreamed of Poppy or other things weighing down my mind, I always found myself wandering in the backwoods around Omega. Our small town was surrounded by deep green forests, and beyond them, low-lying fields of cotton and soybean plants. Once, this land had been inhabited by prehistoric tribes who'd left large burial mounds dotting the landscape. Later the Chickasaw moved in. Then the white men came, and war.

That night, sleep brought the familiar dreams back within my reach. I hadn't dreamed of Poppy since he'd saved me from harm last spring. He'd made it clear I had to get through life on my own while he watched from the distance. It meant he no longer visited me in my sleep. 

In my dream, I squinted in a shaft of white sunlight. It streamed through the wide stretching arms of oaks, elms, and sweet gum trees. A beautiful pink mimosa tree with branches forked at the lower trunk waited for me to sit down and rest a spell. The little pink blossoms looked like dainty powder puffs. The leaves feathered like peacock tails. The tree reminded me about when I was younger and used to climb anything with branches to sit high up and watch the world go around. To me, mimosa trees meant summertime and safety. 

For a moment, I pretended I was wide awake and tried to smell the forest all around me, but everything felt like a distant movie. I stared hard at my feet. Silence. I waited with expectation. I hadn't dreamed about this place in a long time or imagined my grandfather. I missed my Poppy. 

The old familiar ache in my heart began to throb. I looked about and saw nothing but branches and briars. There were green shadows, blue shadows, and even black shadows inspecting me. I sighed then pinched myself, but it didn't hurt. This was definitely a dream. A few yards away something in the murk moved. Leaves stirred. The sunlight grew dim.

"Poppy" I squeaked out, taking a deep breath to calm myself. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled, and tremors swept down my arms. Someone was watching me. I couldn't see whom, but I felt them.

"Who's there?" I asked, replaying a scene too close to the one I'd experienced the year before.

I held my breath and listened to what I could hear. Maybe it was my imagination, but somewhere layered in the silence I thought I heard soft breathing. "Poppy, are you here?" The fading light brightened once more, and I blinked, waking myself up in the process. 

My bedroom was dim, only lit by a sliver of moonlight outside my window. I slithered out of bed and stumbled to the busted up window with its recent crack, that had splintered into a paisley design. The old, yellowed roller shade was all the way up, so I could make out the silhouettes of the other homes up and down the street. Midnight blue clouds dragged across the night sky. The stars were too distant to see, but a movement across the street snagged my attention. 

At first I thought it was a dog, then maybe a wacked out busybody checking his mail at night, but no, it was just another shadow. The brief outline of a person faced my house, angled toward the corner of my driveway. Something on them or about them bounced light in my direction, but the reflection was as abrupt as their presence. It disappeared.

The longer I stood there, the more I convinced myself nothing or no one was there, if they ever had been. After a long while, I crept back to bed and dropped on my back, staring up at the ceiling with a lingering hum buzzing in my ears.  
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