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  FULL MOON FESTIVAL


I stopped cold in my tracks and looked up at the dark house that used to be mine. Now it belonged to a spirit. 
“Do you think she’s still there?” I whispered to Mom, and a gust of wind blew the dead leaves across the street.
“I—” she shook her head, “I don’t know. We should go. You’re almost late to school.” She tugged my hand, but I watched the second-story window where she usually stood. There were only the closed blinds of my old bedroom.
“I just want it back.”
“I know.” Mom ran her hand through my hair. “Me too.” Wisps of her wavy brown hair floated in the breeze.
I slipped my hand out of hers and walked toward the small red wooden gate.
“Emily, don’t!” Mom reached for my arm.
The stone cabin looked gray and abandoned. She couldn’t still be there.
“I’m just looking.” We had packed the night of the seance. Not much, though, just essentials. Then left before she could track us.
Mom crept up to me at the gate. Her face was a blank stare, the corners of her lips turned down. This was the first house she was ever able to save up for.
I flung the gate open. “I have to get it,” I called, barreling to the front door.
“Emily!” Mom ran toward me, but it was too late. I was already in the house. The air was chilly and still. My eyes darted all over the shadows in the living room and up the dark staircase when Mom peeked in the doorway.
“Emily?” her voice shook. “Get. Out.” Her face went stern when I didn’t move, and she came in to get me.
“It’s okay.” I lifted my hands. “I think she’s gone.”
Mom squinted up the staircase.
“I need to know,” I pleaded.
She took a deep breath. “Let me go first.”
Mom squeezed my hand as we made our way upstairs, with her in front. I slid my other hand up the wooden banister like I used to, and dust and grit built up underneath.
My stomach dropped when we reached my bedroom door. Mom reached for the knob, twisted slowly, and pressed the door open. The spirit wasn’t there.
My room was small, with pale wood furniture and a scattering of plants. Some of them had died and wilted over the edge of their pots. The window above my desk let in rays of sunlight. Then something caught my eye.
I smiled and ran to my dresser with the wide mirror above it. There it was—my favorite pen. Mom joined me. I never noticed how much I looked like her—the same wavy brown hair and olive green eyes.
Then I stared at my Montblanc pen—a gift from my grandma with my birthstone on it: ruby.
“You know you can’t take that,” Mom whispered.
“Why? She’s gone.”
Mom shook her head and frowned. “You can’t know for sure.”
I reached for my pen, and there were flashes in my head of us taking it to a new home, and there she was—following us. A dark shadow flashed across the mirror. My face smiled at me in the reflection, and my blood froze.
Mom grabbed my arm and pulled me to the door, but the shadow chased us like a heavy weight on our backs. We raced down the stairs with loud thumps and tried not to fall.
“Take it. Take it. Take it,” her whispers bounced in my head.
“You gave that to me, remember? Why would you take it back?” her voice hissed.
We screamed as our furniture lifted and slammed into the front door and blocked the windows.
I felt a strange pull—one I only felt around the spirit. Like dread and lost hope.
“Hide!” Mom threw us in the coat closet. “Shh.” She squeezed her eyes shut as we pressed into the leather and fleece.
“Emily, where’d you go?” Morrigan’s voice changed, sounding like her old self. “Don’t you wanna play?”
She knew where we were, but hiding made it feel like she didn’t. There was the pull again, and I squeezed my eyes shut.
Her voice changed back to a darker tone. “You don’t have to hide.” She tapped on the closet door. “I got what I needed.” She whooshed past. What did she mean?
When all was quiet, Mom cracked the door open. “Come on.” We ran around the mess of furniture, and Mom slid the couch away from the door. We ran out, pushed through the gate, and onto the street, where we caught our breath.
There she was, looming in my window again. Her pale-purple dress and blonde hair billowed as she floated. Static flitted through her ethereal form. We jumped when the front door slammed shut. Then Morrigan shot us a sly smile before fading into the darkness of my old room.
We shuffled a couple of steps toward school.
“Emily,” Mom’s voice was soft, but firm. “Don’t ever do that again.”
“Sorry. I really thought she was gone.” I stared at the road.
We walked to school in silence for a while.
“When do we lose it?” I mumbled.
“Around November,” she sighed.
“Is there anyone who can help?”
“No.” She turned and stared into my eyes. “There is no one who will believe us. I don’t even want to think about what would happen if the cops thought I was crazy.“ Mom whispered as some people walked around the bend in the street.
After they passed, she dropped to one knee and held my hands. “I could lose you, Emily. Don’t tell anyone about her.”
Some people already knew about it. The girls who performed a seance that temporarily banished Morrigan. It created a disconnection between us, so I couldn’t feel her presence anymore. But she’d found us again through my favorite pen. She’d tricked me into giving her something to… connect with? I wasn’t sure how it worked, but she’d found me through the mirror at my cousin Sarah’s.
“Emily?” Mom shook my hands slightly and frowned.
“I miss our house. And the car.” I stared at my brown boots, remembering our rust-red beetle. I hated walking to school. Mom had put the car up for auction for extra money.
Mom hugged me and stood, bumping into a wide man with gray hair as he passed.
“Oh, sorry,” she apologized over her shoulder.
He grunted and walked at a brisk pace.
“Huh.” Mom stared as his windbreaker blew in the wind.
“Must be having a bad day?” I forced a grin.
“I guess so.” We walked on.
“Can we still get the car back?”
She frowned, “Kind of. We’d have to sell one of the houses.”
My stomach sank. Mom had taken on more work, and we had bought nothing besides necessities since we moved. It’d been almost a year now. She couldn’t even read her thrillers anymore since she had less time. Or maybe because she was worried about me. My blood boiled when I thought about how it was all my fault, and Mom had to pay the price for it.
“Don’t worry about it,” Mom patted my shoulder. “I’ll figure something out.”
She’d said that a year ago. I was afraid to face Morrigan, so I was happy to let Mom take over. Until we got the notice in the mail that we were about to lose the house.
I’d gotten a book on spirits from the local library. If I could figure out how to get rid of Morrigan, we could have our house back. We could have everything back.

      [image: ]I went to my usual Sugar Maple tree during recess and sat underneath. Dead leaves covered the ground. They always reminded me of Halloween, which was strange. Our city never celebrated it. But that didn’t bother me. I never felt like getting scared or eating enough candy to make me sick.
I pulled the spirit book from my blue-jean bag, Dealing with Spirits. There had to be something useful.
Branches loomed over me, and a pale light shone through, leaving a scattering of bright light and shadows on the pages. I shivered, pulling my jacket closer. My cheeks froze, and my nose burned when I wiped my red sweater sleeve across it.
Leaves rustled behind me, and I whipped my head around. Austin and his friends leaped toward me with their hands up and yelled. I jumped, screamed, and threw my book.
They burst into laughter, bent over, holding their stomachs.
“She scares so easily.” Marco wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.
I balled my fists and stood, swiping my nose again on my sleeve.
“Don’t cry.” Marco laughed.
Austin chuckled, “Sorry, Emily, I had to.” He was way taller than me, and he looked older, too. He had spiky blond hair and wore a blue sweater with the collar of another shirt sticking out.
“Forget it.” I started packing my bag, but I couldn’t find the book.
“What’s this?” Austin had it, and my face burned. What if he found out about Morrigan?
“Spirits?” He asked with a half-smile and flipped it over, reading the back. I reached out, but he pulled it away as the boys looked over each other to see it. “Are you sure you should be reading this? It sounds a little too scary for you.”
His friends laughed. Marco pulled his shirt collar over his face and raised his hands in a horrible impersonation of a sheet ghost, making wobbly, woo-ing sounds. Of course, the other idiots followed, except Austin. He shoved the book into Marco’s gut. “Shut up! That’s annoying,” then handed the book back to me.
“I thought you were done with scary stuff when you scared that girl Desirae into moving to a whole other school.”
I threw it in my bag—which I would usually never do with a library book—and slung my bag over my shoulder.
I hadn’t scared my best friend away. Morrigan did. I didn’t know where I was going, just away from them. I could read it at the library. That was where Desi and I used to read Detective Penny books together.
As I stomped to the doors, everything kept replaying in my mind: how it could have been different. I could have cried like I really wanted to. Maybe that would make them feel bad—doubtful, though. If I hadn’t used that Ouija board, Morrigan wouldn’t be here, and Desirae would. But Morrigan was the one who brought us together.
Everyone knew I was afraid of everything. How could I ever become a detective? I forgot about making friends after everyone heard I scared Desi away.
A wave of warmth hit me when I pulled open the faded blue door, melting the freeze off my face. It felt weird walking around school when everyone was outside. Would I get in trouble? Should I go back? I turned, and a small group of kids talking to each other came around the corner. Then it should be okay?
I crept down the hallway, and voices came from the teachers’ break room. My mood lifted; eavesdropping was always fun. I slowed to listen, but I also wanted it to look like I was passing by if anyone came out.
I recognized some teachers’ voices.
“I can’t believe they want us to condone this,” a lady said.
“Exactly!” another lady spoke, “Why would we want to send our children by themselves to this? It just glorifies that rotten family.”
“Mh-hm. I’m not handing them out to my class,” that was Mr. Weston.
“Well…” Ms. Bailey, my homeroom teacher, murmured. “I think it’d be nice for the kids to do something new and exciting for once. Town’s so boring—especially around Halloween. Everyone takes on an unfriendly attitude.”
“That’s true,” Mr. Weston said, “but you might be too young to remember what happened. That family brought a bad reputation to our city.”
There was silence for a moment, then a woman said, “Are you still trying for that counselor opening?”
“Yeah, it’s been a process for sure.” Ms. Bailey said.
That was new. Our school never had a counselor before.
The woman spoke quieter now. “To be honest, I don’t know why we even need one. These kids won’t change unless their parents work with them. There’s nothing we can do. They’re shaped by their environment.”
“That’s somewhat true.” Ms. Bailey said, “But they still need someone to talk to. Just because they can’t talk to anyone at home doesn’t mean they don’t get to talk to anyone.” It was silent for a moment, then she added softly, “I grew up in it. I know what it’s like to be pushed away.”
“Hm.” The other woman said, and I imagined her sipping coffee.
Papers ruffled.
“Well—” Ms. Bailey said as the door opened, shooting pain into my shoulder.
“Whoops! I’m so sorry, Emily. Are you okay?” She leaned to check my shoulder and let the door close. Her rose perfume tingled my nose. I crushed my tongue against the roof of my mouth, feeling like I could taste it.
She clutched orange pamphlets in her elbow. I could only see the backs and an envelope with a name on it. Her arm covered some of it, but it looked like it said “Jacob.”
“Yes.” I smiled and slipped past her.
“Where are you going?” Her shoes clicked twice behind me.
“To uh,” I turned around, “to the library.” I pointed a thumb over my shoulder.
Her face soured. “They…” she glanced at the doors. “Those kids weren’t being mean to you, were they?”
I sighed and looked away.
Looking at the ground, she nodded and tucked a strand of her dirty blonde hair behind her ear.
“I’m fine, I’m just gonna go read.” I picked at my thumb.
“Okay…”
I turned toward the library. What were they arguing about? Sending kids away somewhere? And Ms. Bailey as the counselor? She was my favorite teacher. What if she had to leave?

      [image: ]When I got to my homeroom, I walked through rows of kids chattering and throwing things across the room. I tried to read the book in the library, but after the teachers’ conversation, I couldn’t focus. And the writer’s personal experience with spirits wasn’t helpful. I sat down right as Ms. Bailey came in, and the door clicked behind her.
She cleared her throat. “How was recess?” she asked with a forced smile. Was that because of the conversation in the break room?
Kids talked over each other about games they played. When it quieted, Marco said, “Except Emily was crying again.”
“Shut up!” Austin whispered, thumping Marco in the back of his curly black hair. “Wanna get us in trouble?”
My stomach flipped. Why did he have to bring that up? Ms. Bailey glanced between us. “Are you alright, Emily?” She looked like she was about to come over, and everybody was watching me. I hated that.
“Yes, I was fine, just cold, is all.” Everyone turned back to Ms. Bailey. She still looked unsure. “Alright.” She watched me for a second as if to make sure I was really okay. “Well, I have some exciting news.” She took the same orange papers off her desk and ruffled them, but her smile didn’t look right. Like when you can tell the adults are pretending to be happy.
“The Full Moon Festival is this year on Halloween weekend.”
Some kids looked at each other in excitement while others, like me, were confused.
“For those who don’t know,” she set a flyer on the far left desk, “the Full Moon Festival only happens when there’s a full moon on Halloween night. It’s only about every nineteen years. It’s a very special occasion.”
She placed a flyer on my desk. Scrawly font covered the orange and black paper decorated with pictures, pumpkins, and food.
Grayson leaned over to Brady’s desk in front of mine. “They say strange things happen there every time it comes around. They’ve never figured out who or what was doing it. And some people think it’s haunted because of the accident.”
Brady scoffed and shook his head. “It’s not haunted.”
I couldn’t help but grin. A skeptic. If he only knew.
“Where’d you hear about this?” Ms. Bailey’s eyebrows pulled together.
“I have family in other schools, and they already got these papers.” Grayson held up the flyer. “I just heard it from them.” He shrugged and flopped his arm back on his desk.
She turned to Brady.
“Yeah.” He glanced at Grayson, then back at Ms. Bailey. “I heard about it from other kids.”
She leaned against her desk and stared out the window.
The pamphlet said it was in Belmon, which was about two hours away. It would go on all that week for ages eight to twelve.
I was eleven. Most kids in my class were. “Aren’t we a little old for Halloween?” I asked, then regretted it because those jerks snickered at me.
“It’s all in good fun.” Ms. Bailey smiled.
“Don’t you wanna get the grand prize?” Thomas asked, pointing at something on the paper.
“What is it?” Leah asked.
“No one knows. It’s always unique to the festival, though. Everyone’s gonna try to win.”
“We know who’s not going,” Austin mumbled to Marco while grinning at me.
“Hey!” Ms. Bailey wrinkled her forehead. “See me after class. I will not allow bullying.”
He sighed and looked at the ceiling.
“And I want you to apologize to Emily.”
He grinned. “How’d you know who I was talking about?”
Her head dropped, and she blushed. Everyone knew he was talking about me.
“Sorry, Emily.” His smug grin still plastered on his face.
“So,” she said before the bell, “I have some bad news about the festival. The only way to get in is if you have tickets.”
At least half of the class groaned.
“Well, there’d be too many people there. You have to enter your name, and a raffle will be held for the winners. But first, I need everyone to get this form signed by their parents.”
If I didn’t get mine signed, they’d never let me forget it. Mom would understand. I hoped.






  
  DRAWING NAMES


I gathered my bag when the last bell rang and left to meet Mom outside. She waited for me on the metal bench outside. She smiled when she saw me and stood. 
“How was school?” She put her arm around me as we walked across the sidewalk into the street.
“Eh. It was okay.” I picked at my thumbnail.
Her eyebrows drew together. “You alright?”
“Yeah, um,” I walked a little faster than her. “Ms. Bailey gave us these pamphlet things for a Halloween festival.”
She jerked her head back. “Here?”
“No, it’s in Belmon.” I took a deep breath and talked fast. “Ms. Bailey said we had to get a permission slip signed to enter the raffle, and I was hoping you’d sign mine. Just for show,” I added quickly.
Mom was quiet, so I waited, but I was losing hope.
“We’ll see.”
I still wasn’t used to calling this place “home.” It was stiff and boxy, bright white with black shutters and a green door. Nothing like my old house. I missed my window, reading nook, books, and plants.
I followed Mom through the front door, and when we passed the kitchen, she asked if I wanted cocoa. I said yes and walked up the stairs to my room, shivering. I climbed on my white twin bed and wrapped my blanket around me. I pulled Dealing with Spirits from my bag. Homework could wait.
There was no mention of attachment to an item. Not yet, anyway. I rubbed my face, and Mom knocked on the door. I slammed the book shut and slid it into my bag. “Come in.” Mom tiptoed in with two mugs of cocoa on a tray. She sat at the end of my bed and handed me a mug.
“Careful!” she held out her hand as if to catch it. “Don’t spill it.”
“Wasn’t planning on it,” I said monotone, but with a smile. I smelled the sweet chocolate, and the steam warmed my face.
“Seriously, could you just sign that slip for me?” I gave her a sheepish smile. She deflated. “It’s not that I wanna go, it’s…”
“The boys?” Her face pinched.
I concentrated on my plain-white bed sheets and nodded. It was dead silent for a minute, and she took a deep breath. “Well, I had an idea for this year.” She re-adjusted herself. “I was thinking,” she smiled, “we could make popcorn, build a cozy fort, and watch movies together on Halloween.”
“Really?” I chuckled. “Why?”
“Why not? It’ll be fun! We could maybe get things back on track.”
I pinned my arm against my stomach. We used to do those things before Morrigan came. I faked a smile and nodded, but it had been almost a year now. If it hadn’t gone back to normal by now, I didn’t think it ever would.
“Alright, tomorrow we can get some stuff.” She smiled. “You okay?”
“Yeah, but if I show up at school tomorrow without the signed slip, they’ll laugh at me.” I knew she didn’t want me to go anywhere, but it was only for show. I thought she’d understand.
She wrapped her arms around me in my blanket burrito and put her head on mine. “Don’t worry about them. They’re gonna go and get scared, have nightmares, eat too much candy, and get sick. Then they’ll come home and wish they never went. They’ll be too worried about themselves to think about whether you got yours signed.”
I nodded, but I knew it wasn’t true. I couldn’t go to school without a signed slip, and I didn’t have anyone else to sign it for me. Signing it myself was an option, but I’d never done that before, and I could get in so much trouble. What if Mom banned me from reading or something, and then I couldn’t read this spirit book for a month?
But it had to be signed, and this book wasn’t very helpful—not yet anyway. How hard could it be? Adults just scribbled their names, right? I’d sign it in the morning.

      [image: ]My alarm went off, and my stomach soured. I wiped the blur from my eyes, got dressed before pulling the slip from my bag, and took it to the beat-up dresser that came with the house. I pushed away my journals and pulled a pen from the spiral.
I stared at the line. What did Mom’s signature even look like? I opened a journal and practiced scribbling her name a few times. Three knocks on my door made me jump.
“Emily, you awake?”
I swallowed. “Yeah, gimme a minute,” I called out and checked the time on my pocket watch. I’d usually be ready by now.
I pressed the pen to the line and made a messy scribble—it looked horrible. I squeezed the pen. This was just… an illusion. It would pass as a signed slip, and that was all I needed. I slid it into my folder and back into my bag.
Everyone had their forms on their desk when I got to class. The room was livelier than usual, and they were talking about Halloween. Full Moon Festival was written in cursive on the whiteboard. Ms. Bailey picked up a black top hat from her desk.
“Alright, give me your signed permission slips, and I’ll hand you an entry.” She was quieter than usual. Maybe the teachers still disagreed with her about passing these out.
“I can call out a few extra in my class because some of the other teachers aren’t handing these out.”
“Why not?” Leah asked from the front left desk.
“They don’t agree with Halloween. You know how they can be about that.”
“Yeah, lame.” Leah grinned. “Just because there was this major accident caused by someone who lived here doesn’t mean they did it on purpose. Like, way to hold a grudge and ruin everyone’s fun.”
Ms. Bailey smiled. She never forced her opinions on us.
“Dude,” Jackson said, “a lot of people went missing, and maybe even died. You can’t just brush that off and call it a grudge when people are upset about it.”
Leah pursed her lips.
“Great arguments, you two. Got your slips?” Mrs. Bailey asked when she reached them.
I reached into my bag and pulled out my folder, but no one was looking. I shifted in my seat and cleared my throat, lifting the slip up as if I were reading it.
“What?! Emily got hers signed?” Marco said, and out of the corner of my eye, but Austin… smiled? I hadn’t expected that.
I grinned, too satisfied to hold it in, and chatter picked up around the room. Ms. Bailey handed out small strips of paper. They wrote their names, folded the paper, and tossed it into the hat.
She got to me and smiled when she saw my slip. “Good for you, Emily.” She whispered and handed me a piece of paper. I stared at it for a second. If I put my name in there, I could be called. Could I toss it in blank? If she drew a blank one, they’d know it was me. This was so stupid. I wrote my name, folded it, and held it for a second. It crumpled in my hand. Please don’t call on me. I threw it in the hat. She smiled and walked up to the front of the class.
“Okay, where’s the blindfold?” She looked around her desk, then picked it up. “Does someone wanna swish the names around?”
Hands shot up and kids called out. She looked past Austin and his friends and called on Jason, one of the more trustworthy kids, and he joined her.
“Okay, go ahead.” She put her blindfold on, and he reached into the hat. His whole arm fit, and he swished them around. The papers rustled and toppled over when he pulled his arm out. He smiled and went back to his seat.
“Thank you.” Ms. Bailey cleared her throat. “Ready?”
“Yeah!” They cheered.
I stared outside, wishing I could read my spirit book instead.
“The first winner is…” she unfolded the paper. “Leah!”
The class clapped for her, and the papers swished again. “The next one is…” she chuckled, “Austin.” She rolled her eyes, smiling. Some kids clapped again. “Did you put multiple entries in here?” She squinted at him with her arms crossed.
He lifted his arms and looked around the class, like “Why me?” and everyone laughed.
“I’m joking.” Ms. Bailey smiled and put the blindfold back on. “Last one…”
The papers swished, then silence. Her face fell, and she mumbled, “Emily.”
No. My heart dropped.
Austin burst out laughing, and his friends followed.
She wasn’t supposed to call me. I had to be sick that day. What should I say? My skin burned, and everyone stared at me.
Ms. Bailey cleared her throat. “Congratulations to everyone who got called. I know you’ll have a wonderful time. Be good, I’m gonna go get your tickets printed.” She glanced at me, and the corners of her lips turned down.
My hands shook. Everybody wanted this, right? I could just give mine to someone else.
After about fifteen minutes, Ms. Bailey came back and handed out the tickets. When she reached me, she gave me a suspicious look. Did she know? She handed me the ticket, and my heart dropped. It was printed on thick, orange and black paper like a formal invitation—with my full name printed on it.

      [image: ]I trudged down the hallway, staring at my ticket as everybody bustled by for lunch break. What would Mom say? What if I “lost” it? I’d need to make sure no one could find it and give it back to me.
When I looked up, I almost ran into the trash can that led down the ramp to the cafeteria. I stepped back and realized I couldn’t easily see in there because of the lid’s shape. I clutched my ticket and hovered over the opening. But it was such a waste to throw it away.
“Hey!” someone called.
I jerked back and turned. Some kid with a cast on his arm laughed and pointed at my ticket. “You were about to throw that away!” He turned to his friends. “We knew she wasn’t gonna go. She’s a scaredy-cat.”
My heart pounded in my ears. “I wasn’t gonna throw it away, I was just… walking by.” If they thought I was still too scared to go, there was no point in even entering my name.
They kept laughing as they passed me down the ramp.
At least scaredy-cats didn’t do stupid things and wind up with their arm in a cast, I thought. The library printed everything, so Mrs. Willows could help. I peeked into the trash again, itching to throw it away, but something else caught my eye—a bunch of ripped-up sheets of paper, one with the word spirits.
No one was looking, so I plucked out all the ripped pieces and slid them into my journal folder. After a quick lunch alone, I rushed to the library.
Mrs. Willows sat at the front desk, ruffling papers and licking her thumb.
“Mrs. Willows?”
She looked up and smiled. She had frizzy gray hair and a white streak at the front. “Hey, Emily! Looking for the new,” she licked her lips, pointed up, and spun her finger near her head, “Oh! Detective Penny book?”
The library was pretty empty, but I whispered anyway. “No ma’am, I—there’s a new Detective Penny book out?”
She nodded, “I think so.” Her fingers flew across her keyboard as she squinted and leaned close to her screen.
“Actually, I’m here because I got picked for the festival, but I don’t wanna go. And it feels like a waste to throw the ticket away.”
“Aww,” she shook her head, “I’m sorry, dear, but we’re not pulling tickets or printing new ones anymore.” She got up from her seat and walked to an aisle.
“W-why not?” I asked. “Ms. Bailey just finished printing ours.”
She shook her head again and scanned the shelf. “Everyone’s name has already been entered into the system. Any changes would allow others to make changes or ask for more tickets, make exceptions.” She waved her hand in the air. “It’s too much to deal with.” She tapped a couple of book spines.
I sighed.
“May I ask,” she craned her neck at a higher shelf, “if you didn’t want to go, why’d you enter your name?” She pulled a book from the shelf and adjusted her glasses to look at it.
“I—” I shrugged as she glanced over her glasses at me.
“Well,” she cocked her head, “just don’t go.” She smiled. “It’s not a waste.” And she handed me the book.
I got chills. There was a new Detective Penny book! I usually kept up with that. “Thank you so much!” I smiled, staring at the cover. Penny had her usual trench coat and pocket watch as she stood in front of a mansion.
Ms. Bailey walked into the library. “I thought I’d find you here.” She joined us at the shelf, then pulled out my permission slip. “Did you sign this yourself?”
My stomach sank, and I couldn’t look her in the eye.
“Emily,” she said softly, “I can’t let you go unless your mom says it’s okay. I’m gonna have to call her for permission.”
My shoulders slumped. “Please don’t call her, I’ll tell her myself later. I don’t even know what to do with this ticket.” I slapped it with the back of my hand. “The only reason I signed the form was because—”
“I know.” She put her hand on my shoulder. “Let’s sit.” She led us to a table.
It was silent for a minute before I said, “I don’t like monsters and spirits and stuff like that. I don’t like being scared like they do.” I crossed my arms.
She smiled. “I understand that. No one really likes to be scared. I think it’s more that they’re happy to be alive. Does that make sense?” Her face scrunched up.
I shook my head.
“Well,” she talked with her hands, “they get scared initially, then they’re relieved because they’re alive and not actually in danger.”
“But what about that makes it fun?”
She chuckled, and it made me smile. “Don’t feel like you have to go just because the other kids don’t understand you.”
I nodded. “If I do have to go, I just want some food and candy and maybe a tiny bit of the less scary atmosphere.” I pinched my fingers close and closed one eye.
She smiled. “That does sound like fun, and I’ve heard their pumpkin pie is amazing.”
“Have you ever been?”
“No.” She answered right away, then she laughed to herself. “I’m not into scary things either.”
But she was old. Didn’t older people get used to those things? “Does that mean I’ll never stop being scared?”
Her face got serious. “I think… It’s important to realize that they’re just fears. You don’t have to let them control whether you do something.”
That didn’t make sense. We were afraid of things for a reason. For survival. And maybe if I had more fear, we wouldn’t have had to deal with Morrigan. But she was trying to make me feel better, so I smiled and nodded. Although the conversation from the break room still bothered me.
“I couldn’t help but overhear earlier.”
She gave a tight smile.
“You’re trying to get the counselor job?”
“I am.”
“Would you still be our teacher?”
“Of course! I would be available after school.” She glanced at the table and lost her smile.
“But you’re not happy about it?”
She looked surprised. “I am. I just…” she shook her head. “We all have our own issues, you know? I sometimes wonder if I’m even the right person to counsel someone else.” She scrunched her nose.
My jaw dropped. “If anyone should be the counselor, it should be you! You know us best, and you’re the only one who listens to us.”
Her smile returned. “That’s nice of you to say.”
“It’s true.” I had talked to her about Morrigan before. That’s when Mom freaked out and said not to tell anyone else. She thought I’d get taken away from her.
She stared out the window, lost in thought for a minute, then glanced at my ticket on the table. “I’ll help you with your mom any way I can. But Emily, you have to realize you did this yourself, and now you need to take responsibility.”
I sighed and nodded. Just because she’d be the counselor didn’t mean she would sugar-coat things.
“Good luck, okay?” She winked and left our table.
How would I tell Mom, and how was she gonna punish me? I wrote some ideas in my journal. Sometimes it helped to write it out, but when I went to put it away, a small piece of ripped paper dropped to the table.






  
  A STRANGE NOTE


I dumped the rest of the pieces on the table, and there were about twenty. I borrowed the tape from Mrs. Willows’ desk. 
I didn’t know where to start—some were turned over the wrong way, but others looked just like in a Detective Penny book I read. They used magazine cutouts to write it.
I pieced it together like I would do a puzzle—starting with corner pieces, then onto the edges and middle. My stomach turned. I hadn’t done a puzzle since Morrigan attacked me and Desirae. The first few words appeared as I reached the middle, “You know.” As I worked, a scuffle on the carpet came near me.
“What’s that?” I jumped, and a girl stood over my shoulder. She had chin-length auburn hair and carried a few library books. I’d never seen her before.
“Just a ripped note I found. I wanna know what it says.” I looked back at the table, rolling my eyes. Why did she have to sneak up on me?
“Can I help? I wanna know what it says now.” She chuckled.
“Um, sure.” I wasn’t used to things like this.
She sat next to me and looked it over. “You know,” she read aloud.
I found the word “Spirits” again. My smiling face in the mirror at home flashed in my head, and I winced. She picked up a piece. “Oh! This one says, ‘Signed, the.’ It probably goes at the bottom.” She slid it there.
My stomach felt like it was in my throat. “Spirits” would fit perfectly. I placed it, and the note came together: “To do,” “Secret,” “Share.”
We whispered it together.
“You know what you have to do.

We’ll get what we need, or

We’ll share your secret.

Signed, The Spirits.”


We looked at each other, and I was sure my eyes were as wide as hers.
The girl pointed at it, “W-Where’d you get that?”
“In the trash,” I mumbled.
She laughed. “For a good reason, too. That’s too creepy. Do you think it’s an actual threat?” She leaned her elbow on the table and put her chin on her fist.
I shook my head. “It’s not just a threat. It’s blackmail,” I whispered, taping the pieces together.
“What’s blackmail?” she whispered back.
“It’s when someone knows a secret about someone else and makes them do whatever they want, or they share that secret. And it’s a huge crime. I read about it in a Detective Penny book.”
She gasped, “Is that any good? I just started the series since the new book came out.” She showed me the first Detective Penny book in her library stack.
But I couldn’t answer. My hand trembled as I picked up the now floppy letter. The spirits would “get what they needed,” just like Morrigan said. It had to be related to the festival—and Morrigan. But who was it written for?
“Maybe someone was playing a Halloween prank?”
I stared blankly at a bookshelf. “Yeah. It could be a prank. Maybe I was just reading too much into it.” It was silent for a moment. “I’ve heard about an accident on the Festival grounds. I have a feeling this is related.”
She nodded, but her eyes were blank. “This is fun!” Her face scrunched up. “But I gotta go now. Good luck figuring this out.” She half-smiled and left.
I was alone again, holding a possible blackmail letter. If I turned it in, they might think it was a prank, too. But if I kept it and found the actual blackmailer—if there was one—then I’d have proof. I put it in my journal folder and dropped it in my bag.
I needed to know more about this place. I paced the bookshelves for all the historical books. Was that where it would be? Sliding my finger across the books made that bumpy paper sound. But I couldn’t find anything. I went back to Mrs. Willows’ desk and asked, “Do you have any books on the festival?”
She smiled, “Changed your mind? Well, let me see.” She picked up her multi-colored glasses that hung on a chain around her neck and put them halfway down her nose. Her fingers flew across the keyboard. “We seem to have one. The Full Moon Festival by E.S. Arthur.”
She told me where to find it, and I rushed to
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