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Chapter One



“Keegan Belcastro! Get your ass back in this kitchen and eat some break—”

The front door slammed, cutting off her mother’s shout. Keegan paused on the edge of the porch steps, fixing the tangled strands of her ponytail that had gotten caught in the band of her ball cap. Her new running shoes seemed to balance on springs, ready to push her off in giant strides down the block. 

A creak from the house next door had her turning even as her body rocked forward. She made eye contact and barely stopped from wincing at her mistake. 

“Your mom still on you about regular meals, huh?” Shane Bitrec hitched his left ass cheek up on the porch rail and braced his foot along it, wrist dangling over his knee. “Should I tell her there’s no point? You don’t need to eat.”

Kee rolled her eyes. “Of course I eat.” She bent over in a quick, toe-touching stretch, then swung one leg back to ease the tightness out of her calf. 

“I never see you.”

She switched legs and bit back a desire to argue. Of course he saw her eat. He was just baiting her, and if anyone knew how to do it successfully, it was him. So instead of taking that bait, she only said, “Stop watching me, Shane.” Then she launched herself onto the brick walk and took off before he could answer. Or before she could hear his answer, anyway, which amounted to the same thing. As the road curved, she cast a quick glance over her shoulder, pretending to check for cars before she crossed the street. Shane was still on his porch. Good. She put on a burst of speed and ducked down an alley between rows of garages. 

They had lived next to each other their entire lives, she and Shane. He was born a couple of months after she was, and their moms were best friends. They’d given their kids the nicknames Gind and Bend, from GND (girl next door) and BND (boy next door). By the time they were nine they’d managed to put a stop to that ridiculousness. But they’d still spent as much time together as if they were brother and sister, which made them a combo in everyone’s mind and in half of reality. It had gotten to where she didn’t know who she was on her own, and that had been a frightening realization when she started the last year of high school. This fall, she’d be on her own, without any of her friends but especially without Shane.

So she’d spent the past nine months trying to be just that, Keegan -without-Shane, her own person, doing her own things. And it had been fine. Shane had his things, too, and the drifting apart had felt natural, which was a relief. Maybe he’d been thinking the same things. Except now, she thought as she ran down Philpot Street and cut across the grocery store parking lot, Shane had become suddenly way too interested in her business. This wasn’t the first morning he’d been out before she left on her run. Last week, he’d followed her—not as stealthy as he liked to believe—and forced her to follow a predictable route, abandoning her plans not just that day, but all the days since. 

Not today. Today was too important. She’d thought she was leaving early enough to avoid him, but it was like he had a sixth sense about when she was doing something. She slowed to a fast walk, hands on her hips, acting like she was in her cool-down and using it to look all around, making sure there was no one nearby. There normally wasn’t. She was now on the outskirts of town, where the main residential sections spread out into bigger lots and less-structured neighborhoods. Her destination was down a short street, the only house on a private, wooded lane, abandoned decades ago. So long ago that the street sign hadn’t been replaced when it got knocked off the pole, long before Keegan had discovered the house.

Orchid Manor was originally the subject of a paper for her AP Human Geography class a couple of months ago, to study the evolution of a property and what it meant to its community over time. Their teacher was big on letting them pick their own subjects, and she’d wanted to do something that wasn’t obvious. Orchid House was perfect. A mansion built not by a rich guy for his wife, but by a single woman who’d aspired to be town mayor a hundred years ago. When she died without descendants, it had been run as a boardinghouse, then a school, then owned by a series of people who wanted to flip it but never managed to fulfill whatever visions they had for it. Now it just sat there, empty, rundown, and ignored. 

Her teacher was also big on rejecting proposals, and he’d decided Orchid House didn’t have enough of an impact on the community to qualify. Keegan had done the paper on something else, but that first visit to the manor had changed her life. And today, hopefully, she was going to get to change someone else’s.

Well. Not their actual life. Their existence, maybe.

She stopped on the walkway in front of the house, looking up and remembering the first time she was here. It looked the same. Dingy purple, paint peeling in a few places, some of the wooden porch rail cracked. All the shutters were different colors, each representing a different kind of orchid. One of the souls inside the house had told her so, but she didn’t know if it was true. Her research hadn’t turned up details like that.

With one last glance around, she decided she was alone and jogged around the side of the big house. Vines and grass and weeds grew in an unruly mess at the base of evenly planted oak and maple trees that had grown massive over years of being untended. The foliage made swishing noises against her running tights but muffled her footfalls. She hoped her shoes didn’t get stained. Not that she cared, but her mother would notice, and explaining green marks when she was supposedly jogging on sidewalks would be tricky.

The property sloped toward the back of the house, and latticework covered the foundation, hiding the door she’d found the first time she came. There was no way she should have been able to find it. She hadn’t even been looking for a way in, just circling the house to study the architecture while she thought about points for her proposal. Something whispered in her head to pry at one spot. There were concealed hinges in the lattice, and when she worked the old wood out from the tangle of wild strawberry far enough to see behind it, there was a carved wooden door, grime making the orchid in the center of it hard to decipher. The knob turned easily for something that had obviously not been opened in a long time, and she hadn’t been able to stop herself from going in.

That knob was stiffer now, metal grinding and swollen wood protesting as she slammed her shoulder against it to get it open. But the front door was deadbolted and the back entrance inaccessible, so this was her only way in. She stepped into the dim chamber and shoved the door back in place before pausing to get her phone out of her thigh pocket. The flashlight illuminated the empty, tiled space that could barely be called a room, and she picked her way across the chipped floor to the open arch on the other side. From there, it was an easy run up two flights of stairs to a plain hallway that formed a T with a wider, grander central hall. She didn’t pause but went straight through and turned right, into The Room.

They were all there, waiting for her, smiling. 

“Good morning!” she called, scanning them to see who would respond. Usually only one or two did, and the others acted like she wasn’t there, drifting around in faint, faded outlines of their original selves. Today half of them had normal color—so much she could barely see through them. But one was downright glowing.

Adame. She was so bright for someone so small. Keegan looked around herself, making sure no one had drifted close enough to be stepped through, and moved to Adame’s side. 

“I have something for you,” she told the young girl.

“You found it?” Her voice shook, vibrated across Keegan’s skin, before her brain translated the waves into words.

“I did!” She slipped the small item from her other thigh pocket, wrapped in a lace-edged handkerchief that had been her great-grandmother’s. It seemed way more suitable for the occasion than a bandanna or rag. 

But Adame’s eyes were locked on Keegan’s, deep brown pools full of a sorrow she hadn’t expected. 

“My brother?”

“Oh.” It came out a whisper, and she understood. “No, Ad, I didn’t see him. I went when no one else was there.”

The girl sank low, arms wrapping around herself. She couldn’t cry, but Keegan sensed her sobs. She held out her arms, wanting to comfort Adame, but she didn’t come closer. She seemed beyond comfort, beyond hope—beyond saving?

For a second, Keegan almost bolted. This was too much. What if she couldn’t help like she wanted to…ever? She had to leave. The responsibility was too much for a seventeen-year-old kid who hadn’t even gotten her driver’s license yet.

But she didn’t go. Even as her mind and the blood rushing through her body urged her out, something stronger kept her in place. The item in her hand seemed to chill her skin through the cloth. She slowly unwrapped it, held it out.

“I got what you were looking for, Adame,” she said softly. “Here.” She held her breath as the girl drifted to her feet and slowly over the rug to Keegan’s side. She reached her hand out. Almost there. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” someone yelled from the doorway.

Keegan jumped and turned, the item in her hand falling to the floor. Adame blinked out, followed by all the other people in the room.

Shane stood, one hand gripping the door jamb, the other in a half-raised fist.

And he stared at Keegan as if he’d just seen her murder someone.



* * *

None of this made sense.

Shane squeezed his eyes shut, shook his head, and opened them again. Keegan stood right in front of him, her hands on her hips, a familiar glower in her eyes. 

“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

He didn’t answer. He stared into the room past her. It was totally different than five seconds ago. He turned to look behind him. His footprints lay clear in the dusty floor, next to the ones Keegan had left before him, covering older trails that he assumed were made by her on other visits. The dingy hall window let in scant light, but it was enough to tell how aged the faded wallpaper was, to see the wood damaged by insects or whatever over the years the house had been empty.

When he swiveled back to check the room beyond Keegan, it looked mostly the same as the rest of the house he’d followed her through. “Shambles” was a good word. But only because of the books falling apart on the library shelves, the frayed, tattered rug, what looked like some kind of animal nest under the desk. It didn’t smell great under the flowery sunshine scent he’d always recognize as Keegan’s. 

It was just…a few seconds ago it hadn’t looked like this at all. It was gray and cold and filled with scattered, scary shapes he could barely make out. And one of them had looked like it was about to attack Keegan.

Who was not at all scared or anything right now. In fact, now that she wasn’t surprised, she was full-on pissed. She turned back to where that…thing…had been in front of her as if she hoped to see something, but nothing changed. And then she spun and charged at him.

“You followed me, didn’t you? Again.”

He backpedaled two steps before planting his feet and using his one-point-two-inch height advantage to glower down at her. “Yeah. I followed you. Because I knew you were doing something weird, and I didn’t want you getting yourself into trouble again.” He knew he was botching this. Knew how condescending he sounded, and how badly in the wrong direction it was taking him. But he couldn’t seem to stop the train now barreling down the tracks.

“Oh, well, thank you so much, you noble specimen of chivalry and honor!” she mocked. “I shouldn’t even be out of the house on my own.” She pressed the back of her wrist to her forehead and swooned. “What ever would I do without thine manly oversight?”

“Kee, stop. That’s not—”

“Oh no!” She put her hands up next to her shoulders, fingers spread, eyes comically wide, rising up on her toes. “Aunt Rosie is visiting upon me! Quick! Hurry me to my abode afore the tears spring to mine eyes!”

“For Christ’s sake, Keegan, I’m not—”

“Please, oh protector,” she begged, clasping her hands and prostrating herself in front of him. “Save me from mys—”

“Millie Dunhill,” he interrupted, clasping his hands around hers. She froze, mouth twisted mid-word. “Yeah.”

She straightened, dropping her hands. His felt cold for some reason as they fell to his side, and he glanced around, thinking the apparitions or whatever they were had returned. 

“That’s so uncool, bringing that up.”

He shrugged. “You were being uncool first.”

“I—” She heaved a sigh, her shoulders rising and dropping hard. “I know. I’m sorry. Something really momentous was about to happen, and you interrupted, and now I don’t—” She swiped a hand under her eye, staring back at the chewed-up old rug like there should be a group of kids clustered there, waiting for storytime. “Still.” She faced him again, her cheeks pink now even in the dim light of the room. “You shouldn’t keep bringing up my one big mistake.”

He snorted. “Like you’ve only made one mistake.” Not like he hadn’t made his share, too, but Millie Dunhill was epic, and he was never going to stop being proud of saving Keegan’s life. 

Back in middle school, she’d been on some mystery kick. Sherlock Holmes or whatever. And she’d decided there was something hinky about Millie Dunhill, an old lady involved in most of the stuff that happened in town. School and committees and town council and everything. Keegan thought she’d killed her husband or maybe her dog, since she wasn’t sure the old lady—who had just celebrated her eighty-fourth birthday—had ever been married. But even though she didn’t know what she’d done, Keegan had been convinced it was something bad. She’d followed the old woman for weeks after school and on weekends. At first, Shane tagged along because he was bored, she was his best friend, and soccer practice hadn’t started yet.

The problem was, Keegan wasn’t completely wrong. Except it wasn’t Millie and mariticide or canicide, it was her next-door neighbor running drugs out of Millie’s carriage house. And Keegan had pretty much accidentally caught him red-handed. If Shane hadn’t been there to run “clueless jock” interference and get her out of there, she probably would have been killed. And if they hadn’t gone right to the police, Millie may have bought it. Now Millie thought the two of them hung the moon and were soulmates, and that helped Shane hold his intervention over Keegan’s head every few months. 

“Whatever, this wasn’t anything like that.” She walked back to where she’d been standing when he yelled, then bent to pick something up, wrapping it carefully in a fancy cloth before putting it into the thigh pocket of her running tights.

“So what was it, exactly?” He stood his ground when she walked toward him again, as if she’d go right through him to the doorway.

“What?” She gave him what his dad called “the guileless eyes.” He wasn’t completely sure what that meant, but always knew when she was doing it.

“That.” He gestured to where the shapes had been. “Them.” Then, because how could he sound stupid at this point? “Were they ghosts?”

She pressed her lips together and avoided his gaze. Then she pretended her phone had vibrated—he knew it hadn’t, he’d have heard it in the silent house—and scrutinized the screen as if the principal had texted her directly for some urgent advice about morning announcements.

“Kee, come on.” He reached for the phone to prove her duplicity and they both jumped when it chimed. The banner that popped up displayed an alarm icon. She silenced it and shoved past him.

“I gotta go get ready for school.”

He followed her downstairs and out through the hidden door he’d barely glimpsed her going through earlier. By the time he’d gotten through the thick vegetation and found the loose lattice, she’d been nowhere in sight. He’d moved quietly through the eerie house until he heard her voice up on the second floor, surprised she hadn’t heard the noise he’d made following her inside. But that was Keegan, totally focused.

“We’re going to talk about this,” he warned as they started running. She pulled her ball cap low over her eyes and kicked into another gear. He smothered a grin and pushed a little harder. Within a few blocks they were in sync, stride and breath on a rhythm that put him in a different zone than when he ran on his own. He wondered if she felt it. He’d never had the nerve to ask.

“Study hall!” he called when they got to their houses and she broke off to run up her steps and inside without even a flicker of hesitation. Didn’t matter. He’d corner her in study hall and get the story. But to push her into telling him the truth, he had to have at least some of the story first. Good thing he had first period free. Just enough time to research that house. Then he’d find out what was really going on, how dangerous it was, and what he could do to protect her.

Because something told him that, as much as she would refuse to admit it, she needed protecting.








Chapter Two


Calculus was usually her favorite class, but Keegan couldn’t concentrate. She reached around to her backpack hanging on her chair and pulled the handkerchief out of the side pocket. Holding it on her lap, she unwrapped it and stroked her finger above the object inside, not wanting to touch it, as if she could contaminate it. The ache in her chest grew with the short motion. She’d failed Adame, and she didn’t know how, or what to do next.

The figurine hadn’t been hard for her to find. Adame’s family home looked like nothing had been changed since the young girl died of anaphylactic shock two years ago. This little clay fox had stood on the mantle, right where Adame said it would be. Tucked behind a row of family photos, one that appeared to have been taken shortly before she died, probably accidentally shifting the fox toward the wall. So hopefully no one would notice it was missing. The paint on it was still shiny and smooth, with no nicks in the clever little face or alertly cocked ears. Even after it had fallen to the ground this morning.

Okay, even after she’d dropped it. She gritted her teeth, remembering how close she’d been when Shane interrupted and ruined everything. Why had he followed her? Why hadn’t she noticed him following her when she’d been watching so hard for exactly that? It wasn’t like he was small or particularly stealthy. Grace on the soccer field didn’t translate into an ability to be furtive. And the door always made noise when it was opened, but she hadn’t heard a thing.

The bell rang, making her jump. So okay, she tended to get very focused and deep into her head and it was possible she’d been oblivious to whatever noise Shane had made. She quickly rewrapped the figurine, packed up, and left the class, avoiding the teacher’s gaze in case she’d noticed that Keegan had taken no notes and couldn’t really say what the topic was. She’d get the homework assignment from someone and catch up before Monday.

Now, though… How was she going to avoid Shane? Some guys would have totally forgotten by now, but he was like a terrier. He was definitely going to try to track her down, so where was the least likely place for him to think she’d go? The art hall. Maybe she could make up some community service project that needed—

“Hey there, Belcastro.” Shane apparated right next to her, his hand clamping above her elbow. He jutted his chin down the hall. “I already signed us out of study hall. Let’s go to the courtyard.”

She could have made a scene, but there were other ways to play this. Plus, it was a gorgeous day outside. And now she didn’t have to come up with a project she’d have to follow through on.

Their big brick colonial-style school was built on a U, with a covered walkway joining the two arms at the open end. The courtyard in between was crisscrossed with pathways, some bricked and some shortcuts worn into the grass by students. Trees and tables dotted the space, many already occupied by juniors and seniors who were allowed to come out here when they had study halls and free periods.

Shane tried to march her to a table in the middle of a few clusters of kids. Keegan resisted until his hand slid off her arm and then angled away from everyone else, to a bench in the corner of the building, a spot usually overlooked by everyone and currently empty enough for them not to be overheard.

Not that it mattered if anyone overheard. It wasn’t like she was going to tell him the truth. And not just because he’d never believe her. This was her mission.

She plopped down on the bench, setting her bag next to her so he couldn’t sit close, and only then realized he wasn’t with her. She smirked at him standing in the middle of the yard, hands on his hip, glaring at her. She waited, and finally he sighed and strode over.

“You’re a pain in my ass, you know that?” He sat and slung his arm along the back of the bench, knee up on the seat, so he could face her.

“That’s your fault, not mine,” she pointed out. “You could just ignore me. Then your ass wouldn’t hurt at all.”

He chuckled, then got serious. “Please tell me what’s going on at Orchid Manor.”

And just like that, the jerk had her completely disarmed. Why couldn’t he have demanded she tell him? How did he even know the name of the mansion? All her intentions of lying to him felt wrong now.

“I can’t.”

“Weren’t you going to do a paper on that place? I remembered when I saw the name.” He picked up a piece of her hair that had landed on the back of the bench and started twisting it between his fingers. Strands tugged against her scalp, a pleasurable tingle that threw her back to childhood.

“When did you see the name?” she asked, definitely stalling.

“This morning. The BH Beacon meeting got canceled so I had a free period.”

He did photography for Brook Hollow High’s school news program. They got to meet during a class block instead of after school, but the advisor treated it way more casually. Most of the time when this happened, Shane came to school late. Lucky her that he used the time for research, instead.

“Well, it’s not that anything is going on at Orchid Manor. It’s just an abandoned building with an interesting history.”

“Yeah, it sucks that Poulson made you pick something else. Did you know the woman who built it, Aubrey Wharton, was related to Edith Wharton?”

“Of course I know that.”

But he wasn’t listening. “Two guys died while it was being built. One fell off the roof, and another got exposed to some kind of chemical when two things got accidentally mixed together or something. And then when it was a school, kids died. I don’t know how many. No one seemed to care what the cause was, but I didn’t have time to find those records. They’re probably not digitized, even. There was a rumor that the spinster owner of the boardinghouse committed suicide, but she died like ten years after she sold the place. I don’t know if it was someone else, or—”

“Shane.”

He stopped, and his dark eyes sharpened as he focused on her. His fingers stilled with her hair wrapped between them. “What?”

“Why did you look up deaths?”

Confusion wrinkled his forehead. “Because of the phantoms.”

She jolted, the move pulling her hair free. His hand flinched as if to try to recapture it, but it had fallen to her shoulder and down her arm. 

“What—” She didn’t know how to formulate the question. He’d called them ghosts before, but this word was so much more appropriate. How did he know?

“I tried to tell you. I saw them, Keegan. It was terrifying.”

That wasn’t fair. Her hand balled up and her jaw hardened. All determination to keep this to herself faded away. “They are not terrifying. Most of them are just kids. They only want help. You can’t be…be…bigoted about them,” she said for lack of a better description.

But his jaw fell. “Not terrifying? Did you see them? And not just them. When that one was coming at you—”

She laughed incredulously. “Coming at me? She was reaching for her fox!”

That was apparently too much for him. He gaped, his mouth flapping up and down for a few seconds, and then said, “Her what?” Then he shook his head and held up his hand to stop her. “No. Wait. How do you know it’s a she?”

For the love of… “Because she’s a girl. Her name is Adame.” Suddenly, trying to keep them secret, keep them hers, felt wrong. They were people who had existed and should be respected as such. 

“How do you know that?” he demanded, still looking shocked.

“How do you not?” she countered, and then she understood. Almost too many things at once. “Wait. Back up. You can see them? But not the way I do, I guess?”

“It sounds that way.” His gaze drifted up and out, as if recalling what he’d seen in the manor this morning. “It was so weird. When I got up there, it was gray and cold and I could barely see the stuff in the room. The phantoms—how many?”

“I’m not sure. I had just gotten there. A lot.”

“More than six?”

She shrugged a shoulder. “I suppose. Does it matter?”

“If they’re a threat to you, yeah!”

There was way too much “duh” in his tone. She started to bite out a reply but remembered something. The Millie Dunhill thing he never let her live down. They were kids then, sure, but she remembered when he tried to convince her she was wrong about Millie. He’d acted like she was stupid. Now, that kind of thing pissed her off. Back then, it made her cry. Hard. Which pissed her off. But looking back years later, she’d realized that he was scared. Like, legit scared, and for good reason, after they’d seen that guy who could have killed them. 

He was legit scared now. And maybe she believed he didn’t need to be, but if he saw things differently than she did, it made sense. So she could maybe not be a bitch about his tone.

“What do they look like to you?”

“I don’t know. It’s hard to describe.” He shoved his hand through his brown hair, leaving it a Harry Potter-level mess. “They were just shapes, kind of dark gray against the lighter gray in the room, I guess, but it might have been more the way they moved. Not gliding, like you’d think ghosts would do. That’s why phantoms fits better? Maybe?” He scrunched up his face. “It was abrupt. Like one second here.” He aimed his hand at a spot. “The next second here.” He jerked it to another spot. “So fast. And…jagged? But not—maybe electric?” He shrugged. “It was really quick, and so strange. When I yelled, everything changed.”

“Like they vanished?”

“I guess?” he said again. “The whole room changed into the wreck it really is and they were gone.”

“It’s not a wreck,” she protested, but then wondered why she bothered. Because the rest of the house was definitely wrecked, so that room must be, too. She just never really saw it that way. Until Shane showed up. Then it lost all the golden light, all the color, and she supposed there was rot and ruin, but she’d been so mad at him she hadn’t paid attention to it. “It’s okay. Don’t argue. You’re probably right. It’s just not at all what I see in that room.”

He leaned forward. “Are you finally going to tell me what’s up?”

She chewed her lip. She wanted to, which was a new feeling. For two months, she’d been doing this on her own, and that had been right. It was her discovery, her mission, something no one could diminish or control or take away from her. That was why she’d tried so hard not to let Shane find out. But he’d tried equally hard to thwart her. Why? Before she gave him anything, she wanted to know his motivation.

“When did you think there was something up?” she asked him.

He frowned a little. “A few weeks ago. Your running schedule changed. You were going out earlier.”

“Urghhhh.” She threw her head back in frustration. “Why do you care?”

“Because we’re friends, Keegan! Or…I thought we were,” he finished in a lower tone. “Sometimes I wonder if you don’t want us to be anymore.”

Ouch. There was pain there she hadn’t expected. When she started easing at the beginning of the year, he hadn’t reacted. She hadn’t even realized what she was doing at first, but once she did, her decisions became more intentional. He had his own things, with the photography and soccer and stuff, and she’d been wrapped up in what she needed. She’d told herself it was for the best, a natural progression that would make next fall easier. But maybe she’d been lying to herself a little.

“Of course I do. I’m sorry. I just…” She touched the back of his hand, and the hurt in his eyes faded slightly. “I guess I didn’t get it.”

“It’s all right. I don’t get it most of the time, either.” He scanned the courtyard, where people here and there were getting up, grabbing their stuff, getting ready for the next bell. “But I’m always going to care. I’m always going to be here. Whether you ask me to or not.”

She pulled back, confused because that was the kind of thing that had been bugging her all spring, and the spark of annoyance was there, but there was also warmth. Appreciation? And maybe…a little bit of missing him. Compromise seemed the best way to go.

“I have a PAG meeting after school, but we can finish this after that. I’ll tell you what I see when I go in there. The room in the manor. Okay? Treehouse?”

He nodded a little reluctantly, as if he knew she was holding back. Because she wasn’t sure yet that she wanted to tell him all of it. If what she saw satisfied him, great. Otherwise, well, she didn’t know how much more she would share. She could play it by ear.

She made herself concentrate on classes the rest of the day. The phantom thing was so compelling, spoke so deeply to her desire to make the world better, that she knew it could consume all her attention. Letting her grades slip was not an option, which meant she had to be extra disciplined. 

That went for her extracurriculars, too. They seemed less important than the Orchid Manor souls. But senior year was a bad time to let things fall apart. So she went to the PTSD Awareness Group meeting even though her mind was racing with how to describe her relationship with Adame and the others to Shane later. 

She smiled at Sydney Courtney, who’d become a friend after coming back to BH in the middle of junior year, and glanced around the circle as she sat down. She was almost late, thanks to getting calc homework info from Tammy Smith, so the circle was full and Ms. Liber was ready to get started.

“So, we have a few new visitors today,” she said.

Keegan popped open her water bottle and took a drink while she looked around. She counted ten regulars, five people who came once in a while, two kids who just wanted interesting things on their college apps, and four people who hadn’t, as far as she could remember, been in here before. She thought one was new to the school in the last couple of months and the rest were probably freshmen. She always ached a little when they had new visitors. But that was the whole point of her being here.

“To show a little of what we’re about, I’d like to go around the room and anyone who’s comfortable.” She emphasized the last three words and paused pointedly, making brief eye contact around the circle. “Let us know something about why you’re here.” She glanced around vaguely, not zeroing in on anyone.

Sydney cleared her throat. As everyone turned to look at her, she tucked her hands under her thighs and stared at the floor as she began to speak. “I went to a fancy, special school for a while. It was live-in. Things got a little weird, and then…” She cleared her throat again. “I’m not allowed to talk about it. It was my word and a couple of other kids against the school’s admin and sponsors. My parents tried to start an investigation, but the school has money, and they sued us for defamation. They can’t say anything about them. I’m not even allowed to say the school’s name.” She was looking up now, her shoulders back, a little confidence infusing her posture. “So I’ll just say, from a generalized standpoint, that unsanctioned experimentation is traumatizing. I still have nightmares where I’m strapped down and stuff. I go to counseling and everything, but this group is my peers, you know? We get each other.”

She slumped, and Keegan rubbed her back. Sydney leaned in her direction for a second, then sat back.

The person next to Sydney said, in a tiny voice, “Abusive parents.” Then they looked to the next guy, who shrugged and passed the look on. A few others offered a concise explanation like the second kid or a longer one like Sydney. A whole bunch passed, and Ms. Liber looked to Keegan.

“I’m a little different,” she said. “I haven’t been through anything like you all have. But my mom was in the military. She still struggles, more than a decade later. I’ve seen how much worse it is for her when she feels alone. And I know I can’t understand.” She pressed her hand against her chest. “But having different experiences shouldn’t separate us. People, I mean. The more we know about each other, about the experiences that we don’t share, the better we can all get along out in the world. If I learn how to help people in here, I can maybe help my mom better.” She flushed, recognizing a couple of the sneers her words inspired. She was used to it, but not immune to the derision. In fact, when a girl across the circle mouthed “goody two shoes,” her eyes burned. She drank some more water to cover her discomfiture. Maybe she was. And maybe it was all sanctimonious bullshit. She didn’t know. But she was sincere, and sometimes that was all that mattered. 

Liber led them all in a light group exercise after that, something Keegan thought was designed to foster connection and make people feel like they weren’t defined by their trauma, but the teacher never told them stuff like that. Kee had overheard her explaining to an observing board member last fall that telling people what something was designed to do was the best way to make sure it didn’t work.

When they were done, most of the kids made quick work of putting up their chairs and bolting, but Sydney lingered with Keegan.

“Want to hit Silkie’s Smoothies?” she asked as they walked out.

Keegan winced. “I’m sorry. I promised Shane I’d meet up with him after.”

“Oh, really. Shane Bitrec, huh?” She shot her a knowing look, as if the tone hadn’t gotten her message across.

“Nope. We’ve been friends since we were born. That’s all.”

“Oh.” She slumped a little. “Okay.” 

Keegan hated disappointing her. “Tomorrow? After climbing?”

“Yeah!” Her eyes lit up. “I can’t wait to get out there. That’ll be perfect. See you then!” She trotted to a car sitting along the curb in the pickup area, and Keegan headed down the sidewalk to walk home. Her phone buzzed in her hand as she pulled it out to check for notifications. Shane, asking for her ETA.

10 min 

“It took you twelve,” he called down over the half wall of the vast treehouse their fathers had built in the beech trees that bordered their joint backyards. “You’re slipping, Belcastro.”

“Oh, am I late for our appointment?” She leaned back from halfway up the ladder, keeping one hand and one foot in place as she glared up at him. “I’m so sorry for disrupting your schedule. I shall leave now.”

“No, come on. I have snacks.” He disappeared, and she finished scaling the ladder, dumping her backpack on the platform to the left and joining him on the wider, “furnished” side. Their dads had installed plastic scopes and steering wheels and bullhorns and ropes on the platform side, where, growing up, Shane, Keegan, and their friends had spent a lot of time alternating between playing pirate and playing house, hauling up “groceries” and stuff through the trapdoor. As they got older, the bigger, covered area had held more appeal, for hanging out, studying, reading, being alone, or being alone together. It had been a long time, though, since they’d come up here to talk.

She collapsed onto one of the beanbag chairs and perused the snacks he’d laid out. Empanadillas and fried plantains, with Oreos for dessert.

 She snatched up an empanadilla, pleased that it was still warm, and waved it at him. “See? I eat. Your grandma here?”

“Just for tonight. She’s on the way to New York for something.” 

“Cool. Tell her I said thanks.” The spices crawled across her tongue and she moaned. “These are so freaking good.”

He pulled the other chair to the opposite side of the little table and wiggled his butt until he was satisfied with the indent. Then he popped the top of a Coke and handed it over without looking up. She frowned, wondering what she’d said to make him act so squirrelly. 

“You okay?”

His eyebrows popped and he met her eyes halfway into opening his own soda. “Yeah. Why?”

She shook her head. “So. Orchid Manor.”

“Yeah.”

“What I was seeing right before you came in.”

“Uh uh.” He waved his hand as if clearing the air. “Go back.”

“Back where?”

“To the beginning. When you first found the house.”

The memory seemed to swell around her. After she’d found the door and gone inside, the whispering that led her to the door had stopped. It felt like a presence had been with her and then was gone. That had been both energizing and unnerving because it was unquantifiable, and Keegan ran on measurables.

From there, the house had been only an intriguing opportunity as she went all the way to the top floor and walked through the rooms that had held guests and students and families and so many stories she could potentially include in her paper. How had that wallpaper been gouged, there next to the dusty old desk? Who had lived in the bedroom with all the stuffed unicorns, and why hadn’t they taken them with them when they left?

She’d found out the last answer when she went to the second floor. There was an old-fashioned ballroom that ran the full depth of the house, with two rooms across a wide hall from it. One of those was empty. The other, she thought, may have held refreshments for the guests when they wanted a break from dancing. She’d thought that from the doorway, studying the open center of the room with its elegant rug and the placement of the furniture around the edges, mostly tables and sideboards and the like. She hadn’t realized that it appeared completely different from the rest of the house. The windows were mostly shuttered, leaving everything dim and sad. But this room was brighter, the rug thick and plush, the wood looking not freshly polished, but not covered in decades of dust, either. 

And then she’d stepped inside. One by one, the phantoms—strange how automatically she thought of them that way now—faded into view. Some barely traces in the air, others more opaque, despite being unreal. One had come closer to her than the others, had reached out a hand, offered a smile. “You’re here.”

Those words had given Keegan a sense of welcome and importance that she’d never felt anywhere else. But that was something she wasn’t prepared to share with anyone, never mind Shane. She hadn’t exactly lived a life of hardship and loneliness. Who was she to deserve this beneficence? 

So she skipped over the very beginning and gave him the exposition version of the rest.

“The phantoms you see are not people who died in the house. Or not all people who died in the house,” she admitted. “Some may have.” Like the owner of all the unicorns? Or maybe the phantom presence had caused people to leave abruptly, abandoning their things. “I don’t know them all. A lot of them are very reticent. I’m not sure if it’s because they’re newer to the afterlife or have been gone longer. The ones who ‘show up’ for me tend to be people who’ve died younger, like Adame.”

“Show up?” He’d obviously heard the emphasis she put on those words. “What does that mean?”

“Some I can barely
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