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      Afterward, whenever I told the story, everyone asked why I let him in the house.

      It was Beowulf’s fault, really. He loved Phineas from the first, and I never had any reason to doubt Wulf’s judgment before.

      We were hurrying back from our morning walk, even though hurrying wasn’t usually Wulf’s thing, because some thunder had just cracked us a warning. Phineas was sitting on the porch steps of my little craftsman bungalow. I distinctly remember that it was the second step, of three. Far up enough to stay dry when the inevitable downpour came, but not so far as to be presumptuous.

      Wulf saw him first and howled, which is what bloodhounds do instead of barking. And it was definitely his greeting, happy-to-see-you howl. Plus he wagged his tail. See what I’m saying? I was tricked.

      In that position Phineas was all elbows and knees, topped with a mop of too-long cinnamon-colored curls, and I knew before he stood up that he’d be tall. He was broad-shouldered, and combined with his height that might have made him feel threatening. But there was something dorky and even endearing about the expensive, carefully polished shoes he wore with his khaki shorts, like a little boy dressed for church. And when he gave me that one-sided smile that I would shortly decide was smug, but at the time seemed merely cheerful, I immediately categorized him as harmless.

      He asked whether I was Lydia Trinket. I allowed that I was. I was holding two bags of dog poop in my right hand, so I extended my left to shake instead. This was a bummer, because it exposed the ugly stump of my ring finger, which was my own fault, because I’d bitten it off myself nearly a year before. I can’t exactly say the devil made me do it, but Helen Turner, with her evil mind tricks, was pretty darn close.

      Phineas shook my hand without recoiling from the gross half-finger. Another mark in his favor.

      “I’m Phineas—” he started, then was interrupted by his own laugh. Beowulf was slobbering all over his hand, wagging his tail like crazy. I’d never seen him respond so favorably to a strange man.

      “Wulf.” I tugged at the leash.

      “He’s fine.” Phineas squatted down and put one hand on either side of Wulf’s head, scratching his ears, their noses within inches of each other. “Bloodhound, huh? Useful dogs.”

      Not beautiful dogs, or sweet dogs, or excessively drooly dogs. Useful dogs. I did notice the strange choice of words, but I should have noticed it a lot harder. There are only a few kinds of people to whom bloodhounds are really useful, and they’re distinguished from one another only on the basis of what they hunt. I didn’t look like the kind of hunter who goes out shooting deer on weekends, and with his manicured nails and well-tended shoes, neither did Phineas.

      When he straightened back up again he said, “Sorry, where was I?”

      “You were Phineas.”

      He smiled again, higher on the left side than the right. “Right. Phineas Basker. Cyrus Basker was my third cousin. Or is it first cousin thrice removed? I can never remember. We were related, anyway.”

      I stared at him but managed to stop myself from blurting, You’re one of the asshole cousins? But you’re so lovely! Instead I asked, “What can I do for you, Mr. Basker?”

      Before I was halfway through the question, I’d already made up my mind what I’d say next. Sure, he was a stranger, but Wulf said he was okay. Plus it seemed very unlikely that a serial killer/rapist would try to gain access by bringing up Cyrus, of all people.

      Even the weather was on his side: as if to nudge me along, thunder crashed again.

      “Or would you prefer to discuss it inside? My porch roof leaks, I’m afraid.”

      So that’s how someone who knows better, or ought to, invites a strange man into her house.

      Phineas stood in my kitchen, very loosely guarded by Wulf, while I disposed of the dog poop in the trash can out back, washed my hands, and started making coffee.

      “I was sure I had the right Lydia Trinket when I found your website,” he said. “You’ve got some very interesting discussions going on, by the way. I particularly liked your advice to the guy with three ghosts trying to outdo one another.”

      “Thank you. It pays the bills.”

      Well, some of them, anyway. Freelance web design, most of it learned while building my own site, took care of what Help for the Haunted couldn’t. I’d bought maybe just a tad more house than I could afford, but I wasn’t a bit sorry. I’d never lived alone before, except for one brief stretch, less than a year, before I got married. I thought I would be lonely. And I was at first, mainly because I missed Warren so much my face was always puffy, either from crying or trying not to cry. You don’t spend years as Aunt Mom without the lines between aunt and mom blurring considerably. But I grew to love the quiet, the freedom. Not to mention never finding the switchel pitcher in the fridge with barely a swallow left in it, or somebody else’s breakfast dishes in the sink, unrinsed, with gross bits of dried-up cereal stuck to them.

      “My email address is there on the site,” I added. My street address, on the other hand, was not. But I guessed I probably wasn’t that hard to track down, if a person knew what he was doing.

      “I know,” said Phineas. “And I’m sorry for dropping in like this. What I want to talk about is kind of sensitive. I didn’t want to send files over email.”

      “Sounds mysterious.”

      “It’s a mystery to me, that’s for sure. My Uncle Edgar suggested I contact you to see if you could help. I think you talked to him about some books about a year or so ago?”

      “I did. He couldn’t find them. Said his sister sold them, I think, something like that.”

      “Well, his sister is my mother. I have them. And I need your help figuring a few things out.”

      First my dog, then Cyrus’s books. Credit where it’s due, Phineas sure knew which buttons to press. I’d have bitten off another finger for a look at those books, and I can tell you, that hurts like a bitch. Phineas wasn’t carrying anything that looked like a book bag, though.

      “But you didn’t bring them?” I asked.

      He pulled a flash drive out of his pocket and held it up. “I did in a way. They’re a bit delicate to just carry around. Mind if I use your computer?”

      I led him into my office, Beowulf at our heels. While I booted up my computer, Phineas looked around at my bookshelves. I distinctly heard a soft “Whoa.”

      I turned around, a little self-conscious, assuming he was looking at the Jane Eyre book case. But he wasn’t. He was looking at the taller one, the one crammed with books on every shelf but the second highest, where the switchel ring sat, surrounded by various candle holders and a little porcelain Newfoundland dog.

      “Is that it?” Phineas took a step toward the shelf, then hesitated ever-so-politely, with one hand halfway toward the canteen. “May I?”

      “Go ahead. Just be careful. It won’t break, but the stuff on either side of it will.”

      It maybe wasn’t the very stupidest thing I said that day, but it was for sure in the top five.

      Phineas picked up the switchel ring and with one sudden, violent movement, threw it against my hardwood floor and shattered it.

      I would have punched him, but I didn’t have a chance. For a split second I was too dumbfounded. That switchel ring had been dropped, flung, pushed, and blown around dozens of times over the years, and it never got so much as a chip. We assumed it was enchanted so as to be unbreakable. Apparently we were wrong. But that split second was all I had to contemplate this mystery.

      Spirit after spirit started flying from the canteen, crying out in surprise, laughing in delight, a few screaming in pain. Most of them disappeared as fast as they came, pulled to the place they were anchored to. But a couple of the stronger ones stuck around as long as they could, mocking and insulting me because they’d escaped, or berating me because they’d been thrown out, depending on how much they’d enjoyed their stay in the netherworld. Mostly, it was the mocking and insulting. Wulf went into a frenzy, howling and nipping at their heels, pushing them along, more like a herding dog than a hound.

      But there was one spirit who wanted to do more than mock and insult, and even Wulf couldn’t dispense with her so easily. Megan McGibbons hurled herself at me, a whirling, nebulous mess of floppy pigtails and long nails. Last time I’d seen her, she was being chased off by Cyrus. I had hoped he’d killed her. But I guessed her coming out of the canteen meant she’d killed him instead.

      I had no time to dissect my complicated feelings on that matter, any more than I did to punch Phineas or wonder about the canteen, because everything in my office started flying at my head at once.

      Why did I have to have so many books? They were everywhere. I couldn’t swat them all away, so I ended up curling my arms around my head to protect it. Until I heard Wulf yelp somewhere off to my left. You can’t be messing with my dog.

      Head down, I opened my eyes and looked around the floor until I found him. He wasn’t going after Megan anymore. Instead he was cowering and shaking in the corner, while two ballpoint pens and the tip of my pewter model of Big Ben stabbed into his ear, snout, and neck, respectively. Megan liked sharp objects, and I guessed these were the sharpest she could find. I congratulated myself on throwing away the hideous, faux-jeweled letter opener my mother gave me two birthdays ago. (Regifted, no doubt. Who opens letters anymore?)

      But what Megan did have to work with was damaging enough. Wulf yiped in pain. His ear was dripping blood. I half ran, half slid the rest of the way to him, and batted the things away. The pen in his ear had to be pulled pretty hard before it came out.

      One of the pens went for my eyeball next, and I ducked just in time. Beowulf growled and nipped at it, his courage restored by his instinct to protect me.

      Then without warning, Big Ben dropped to the floor. All the books that had been whirling around the room in a paper tornado did the same. The pens fell last, one of them smeared with Wulf’s blood. And Megan was gone.

      Phineas, or whoever he really was, was not gone. He stood near the doorway at the edge of the wreckage that had been my office, hands in his pockets, too-long hair completely unmussed. Calm as you please.

      “What the motherfucking fuck?” I yelled at him.

      It didn’t seem to rattle him. He stepped forward and picked a couple of books up off the floor.

      “When you’ve calmed down, I have some questions for you.” He stacked the books back on the (wrong) shelf.

      “The hell you do! And I won’t be calm for quite some time! Why exactly did you just smash my canteen? How did you just smash my canteen?”

      “My canteen,” Phineas said. “There were souls trapped in it. That’s not what it was intended for, and it’s against the natural order. I broke it for their good and for yours.”

      “Yeah? You see it doing much good so far?”

      As I said it, I was struck by just how much not-good it might be doing: all those apparitions, many of them dangerous, unleashed on an unsuspecting world. Megan, who had come right out of the canteen stabbing. I wasn’t sure what she would do to whoever lived in her house when she got there, but I bet it involved something pointy.

      I had no time to lose. I bent down to check my computer. Thankfully, it was sheltered under the desk and hadn’t been broken. I stood back up and righted my monitor, which had fallen over. One corner was cracked, but it still worked. I pushed the other debris, including the pieces of the switchel ring, off my desk and yanked the keyboard toward me.

      “And who made you the natural order police?” I snapped at Phineas. “Who are you? I’m assuming you’re not really Cyrus’s cousin.”

      “No, but I kind of am the natural order police. Sort of.”

      I glanced up at him. He was standing pretty close to me, still picking up books, as if that was the kind of help I needed. And when he looked back at me I knew, although I couldn’t have said why. Something about his skin, I think, the glow of it, and the color of his eyes. They were meant to be hazel, and would have been, from a distance, but up close they were too yellow.

      “You’re not human,” I said.

      He ducked his head and smiled, almost sheepish. “No.”

      Well, that explained my initial assessment of him as handsome. (An opinion I obviously no longer held.) There are a lot of women who find unavailable men attractive, but I took it to a whole different level. The last one had been a dead guy. This one was not, apparently, even a guy.

      “Fuck, I do not have time for this.” I turned away from him and found my phone in the corner, half buried under my specially bound 1912 Jane Eyre, which now had a long gash across the buttery leather cover.

      I stopped to scratch Wulf’s neck as I retrieved the phone. He licked my hand and pawed at me. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “You’re fine. We’ll bandage that ear in a little bit, okay?”

      I looked back at my computer screen. My brother Nat and I had been hired by the Gori family to banish Megan McGibbons almost ten years ago. I knew the odds were against them still having the same phone numbers, but I had to start somewhere.

      I got my first lucky break of the day: Tara Gori’s cell phone number hadn’t changed. But she didn’t own the house on Willow Pond Lane anymore. I asked if she could get me the number of the people who bought it from her. She said she thought one of her old neighbors might have it.

      “Can you find out and call me back?” I asked. “I’m sorry to bother you with this, but it’s urgent.”

      “What’s going on?” Tara asked. “Megan didn’t have a sister, did she?”

      “No, but I’m afraid Megan has come back.”

      That was all she needed to hear. Megan had left quite an impression on her when she lived in that house—on one occasion literally, with a kitchen knife. She said she’d make some calls right away, and hung up.

      I looked back at Phineas. He was kneeling beside Wulf, doing something to his ear. “Do you have any rosemary paste?” he asked.

      “Get away from my dog, you asshole. Do something useful.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as? What are you going to do about all these ghosts you just let loose?”

      He shrugged one shoulder, the left, the same side he smiled on. “Nothing. Most of them will move on of their own accord.”

      “And what about the rest? What about the last one that was in here, stabbing Wulf with British landmarks?”

      “They’re really not my problem.” His eyes were placid, indifferent, as he stood back up.

      “You are a huge asshole!”

      A small smile, quickly suppressed, then he reached back down to pat Wulf (whose ear, I noted, was not bleeding anymore). “Do you have any idea where Cyrus got the canteen?”

      “No.” I didn’t mean it as an answer to his question, although that was also no. “No, we are not doing this. Get out of my house, right now. If you’re not going to help me, you’re sure as hell not going to slow me down.”

      Phineas nodded. “Maybe that’s best.”

      I waved him out of the office. He could find his own way from there. Not much point in keeping an eye on him now, what was he going to do, break my valuables?

      “I’ll be back another time,” he said as he walked out.

      “The hell you will!” I shouted after him.

      The front door opened. Over the sound of the rain, before it closed again, I could almost swear I heard a chuckle.

      Fucking Phineas.
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      The thunderstorm was a lot like Phineas’s visit: violent, but brief. It had passed by the time I got in my car, not twenty minutes later. I was lucky that Megan McGibbons was one of the local ones. The drive was no more than half an hour, and most of that was taken up by phone calls.

      First I called Charlie, my dead brother’s husband, and gave his voicemail an abridged version of what had happened, along with my regrets that I wouldn’t make it to Sunday dinner that night. Then Tara called me back with a phone number for Darius and Olivia Mosley, who had the honor of being Megan’s new roommates. I left them a stuttery-babbley message that no doubt made me sound like a nut, and asked them to call me back.

      When my phone rang I was merging onto the highway, and I assumed it would be either Charlie or one of the Mosleys returning my call, so I answered it without looking. This turned out to be a mistake, since the last thing I needed was to talk to my lying cheating ex-husband.

      “Kevin, this isn’t a good time,” I told him.

      “Okay,” he said. “Can you meet me for lunch then? I have some news I want to tell you as soon as possible.”

      Even while speeding to rescue an unsuspecting family from a violent ghost, I was distracted by the horrible prospect of lunch with Kevin. “Never mind, if it’s urgent, tell me now.”

      “I’m getting married.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Kevin.” Not the most mature response, but I was under a lot of stress.

      “I just wanted to tell you before you heard it from someone else.”

      “Who else would I hear it from? You got custody of all our friends in the divorce.”

      “That is completely unfair,” he said, and I could feel us both settling into the old familiar rhythm. I had no time or energy for that shit.

      “Okay. I heard it first from you. I honestly am very in the middle of something right now, but when I have a chance for this to sink in, I’m sure I’ll be happy for you. Congratulations.”

      “You don’t even want to know her name?”

      “Put it in an email,” I said, and hung up.

      When the phone rang again less than three seconds later I did look, thinking Kevin was going to insist I bear witness to his indignant anger. It wasn’t him, but that glance made me miss my exit. No doubt my tone was not the friendliest when I said hello.

      “Am I speaking with Lydia? This is Darius Mosley returning your call.”

      “Mr. Mosley. Yes. I’m sorry. Sorry if my message sounded a little crazy. Thank you for calling me back.”

      More stuttery-babble. I was normally more professional than that, but the truth was, I was on the edge of barely controlled hysteria. Phineas. Kevin. Everything was falling apart, both literally and figuratively. I was already starting to panic without the canteen. It had been with me since I was a child. It was the fount of all my expertise, everything about me that was competent or special. I hadn’t even used it since I got back from the netherworld, but that didn’t matter. It was still there.

      Fucking Phineas.

      But if my nervousness put Darius off, he didn’t show it. “I guess your message might have sounded crazy, if I’d gotten it an hour ago,” he said. “But as it stands, it sounded pretty much right on the money.”

      Which meant he already knew about his ghost. “What happened?” I asked.

      “This… thing. Megan, you called it?”

      “Megan McGibbons. She was a seventeen-year-old girl who killed her parents and then herself.”

      “And she lived in my house? Odd how the real estate agent didn’t mention that.”

      “Well to be fair, she wasn’t there anymore when you bought it. I’m the one who banished her, for the last family who lived there.”

      “Seems it didn’t stick,” he said.

      “No,” I agreed. “Seems it didn’t. I’d like to come and help. I’m on my way now, actually. Is that okay?”

      “The sooner the better,” he said. “This thing is troubling my oldest daughter, and she was already plenty troubled without it.”

      “I’m five minutes away,” I said.

      I spent that five minutes—actually it was more like eight, on account of that missed exit—trying to figure out what the hell I was going to do. My website dealt mostly in advice for people with ghost problems, so you’d think I’d have a handle on that question. But there was a reason I’d spent so many years making a very good wage for banishing apparitions with the canteen: because in my experience, sometimes, many times, the canteen was the only way to get rid of them.

      I pulled into Darius Mosley’s u-shaped driveway with a bloodhound and a canvas shopping bag full of things I hoped might help, but no canteen.

      Darius—who turned out to be gigantic, not something I expected from his voice—came out to meet me. When he opened the front door, I heard shouting inside. Teenage girl kind of shouting. He must have seen the look on my face because instead of saying hello he said, “That’s not the ghost. It’s my daughter. I’m taking the kids to a hotel for the night, but she’s refusing to go.”

      I frowned at this. “I thought Megan was bothering her.”

      “I said Megan was troubling her,” Darius corrected. “Which is not exactly the same thing.”

      “No, I guess it’s not.” I opened the back door of my station wagon, a car I needed despite being single and childless (Kevin’s getting married again, wonder if he’ll get to have kids) to accommodate the big sloppy bloodhound that jumped out, wagging his tail at Darius.

      “Are you okay with dogs? I forgot to ask on the phone, but I need him with me, if that’s all right. Hounds can actually bite ghosts, sometimes.”

      Or so I’d been told. I’d read that about hounds in one of my friend Martha Corey’s books while I was working on banishing Jeffrey Litauer, who had indeed turned out to be terrified of them. That seemed like a handy thing to have, so I’d gone to the rescue and gotten the quintessential hound, complete with everything but the little Sherlock Holmes hat.

      It turned out to be false advertising. I’d never actually seen Wulf bite a ghost. In fact, he cowered from them approximately fifty percent of the time. But he was great at finding them. And having his solid presence beside me, for moral support if nothing else, was as essential right then as anything I had in that shopping bag.

      “He’s fine,” Darius said, barely glancing at Wulf. His hands were shaking.

      “Tell me what’s been going on,” I said as I followed him inside.

      The house had been upscale when Megan lived in it, and it had been expanded since then. Now it wouldn’t have been exaggerating to call it a mansion. But despite its size it felt too small, too close, thick with the oppressive air an angry ghost brings to a place. And it smelled like blood.

      Whatever he might have said would have been drowned out by the shouting, so Darius just gestured toward the back of the house.

      One of the many tastefully decorated rooms I went through on my way to the source of the noise was a family room, where two children, one small, one medium, were watching TV. The little girl looked terrified. The boy, maybe around twelve, looked like he was trying very hard not to look terrified. The mirror on one wall was shattered, and there was some broken pottery on the floor. It was quite a day for broken pottery.

      Eventually I wound my way to the kitchen, where a teenage girl and a middle-aged woman, both very pretty, stood face to face in identical poses, arms crossed, jaws set. But while the girl was shouting, the woman spoke calmly.

      “Cassandra, I understand you’re upset,” she was saying.

      “You DON’T understand ANYTHING!”

      “But this is our house.”

      “It’s NOT YOUR HOUSE. It’s HER HOUSE. It’s MEGAN’S HOUSE! She TOLD ME!”

      “And you will follow our rules.”

      “I AM NOT LEAVING.”

      When politely clearing my throat, twice, failed to interrupt them, I said, “Hello?” They probably still wouldn’t have noticed me, had Wulf not punctuated my greeting with a throaty howl of his own. “I’m here to help,” I said. “I know Megan, better than I’d like to.”

      “She warned me about you,” Cassandra said. “She told me you would lie about her, that you’re a fucking liar—”

      “Cassandra!” Olivia Mosley did raise her voice that time, but not much.

      “—and that I shouldn’t believe a word you say.”

      I sized up Cassandra Mosley. She was older than I thought at first, maybe even over eighteen. I decided to risk talking straight. Maybe it would shock some sense into her. “Well, of the two of us, I’m the one who hasn’t murdered anyone or painted any rooms with my own blood. So I’d say I’m the more trustworthy one.”

      Cassandra opened her mouth, but said nothing.

      “Cassandra, are you ready?” Darius came into the kitchen. “We’re all set,” he said to Olivia.

      “I’M NOT GOING!” Cassandra shouted again.

      Olivia sighed. I’d never seen a woman look more tired. “Take the other two,” she said. “I’ll stay here with Miss…” She glanced at me. “Was it Truman?”

      “Trinket,” I said.

      “Trinket,” said Olivia. “And if Cassandra insists on staying as well, let her. Maybe she needs to see this.”

      Darius looked like he was about to argue, but a plan was starting to form in my head, based on what I’d seen so far. I liked the idea of Cassandra staying, although I was sure her parents would not approve if I told them why: I thought I might be able to use her as bait.

      Cassandra was still hostile, but she’d gotten what she wanted for the moment, so she stayed quiet while Darius packed up the other two children and left. Olivia stood at the door and waved until they were out of sight, then turned to me.

      “He wanted to be the one to stay, of course, but I think I might be of more use. I’ve always been sensitive to ghosts. So has Cassandra, unfortunately.”

      “Do you know how Megan has been communicating with her?” I asked.

      “They were writing notes,” Olivia said. “I don’t know how Megan was making the pen move, but that’s what they were doing.”

      “Did you see what they said?”

      Olivia shook her head. “Cassandra ripped them up and flushed them. Clogged the damn toilet.” She made a visible effort not to break down crying.

      Cassandra came into the hallway and said, “It was none of your business.”

      Olivia closed her eyes, then arranged her face into the calm expression I’d seen in the kitchen. “You are my business.”

      “Cassandra,” I said before her daughter could start shouting again. Talking straight hadn’t had much effect, so I decided to try mollifying. “I don’t want to invade your privacy, or Megan’s. But Megan is obviously very unhappy, and we’re not going to resolve this until we find out what she wants.”

      Cassandra gave me a slow, secret smile. “I know what she wants. But she hasn’t told me how to do it yet.”

      Well that certainly didn’t sound good. But I played along for the moment. “Can you talk to her and find out? If it’s something we can actually give her, she may be satisfied enough to leave. Then everyone wins and nobody gets hurt, right?”

      Cassandra’s smile got wider. Her eyes were flat and cold. I suspected that whatever Megan had asked her for involved hurting her mother, and I was glad the rest of the family was out of the house.

      “I’d suggest going into the garage,” I said. “She died there, you know, so she’ll be much stronger there. She won’t need to write, you two will be able to talk directly. That should be easier and faster, right?”

      These were all flat-out lies, and it seemed Megan didn’t appreciate my deception. Every picture in the hall, every picture in the house, by the sound of it, fell to the floor at once. The smell of blood intensified until it made me gag.

      But Megan had managed a lot over the past few hours. Too much. It’s hugely difficult for an apparition to summon a voice, and I was banking on her not having the power left to even try. Which meant that as long as there was no pen or paper immediately handy, she had no way to contradict me.

      Olivia screamed at all that glass shattering at once, all the thumps and bangs coming from every direction. When she collected herself, she stared at me. “You want me to let my baby go be alone with this thing?”

      “No,” I said. “You should go with her.” This was a dangerous suggestion and I knew it, but someone had to keep an eye on the poor kid and make sure she didn’t sustain any permanent injuries.

      “She can’t come!” Cassandra said. “She won’t talk to me with Mom there! I don’t want her there!”

      “She can stand outside the garage, how would that be?” I asked. “A compromise.”

      Olivia narrowed her eyes, but seemed to decide to give me the benefit of the doubt.

      Cassandra narrowed her eyes too, and looked exactly like her mother. Then she nodded. “Fine. Just let me talk to Megan, okay? Give me a little fucking peace, is that too much to ask?”

      “Not at all,” I said, and gestured toward the door. Cassandra walked out, but I grabbed Olivia’s elbow when she started to follow.

      “Watch her through the window, or the open garage door, if she’ll put up with that. Be ready to go to her,” I said. “Do not let her out of your sight.”

      “As if I would,” Olivia whispered back.

      “And I know she’s your daughter and you won’t want to hear this, but be careful. Of her. For yourself.”

      Olivia’s eyes got hard, but she didn’t contradict me.

      From down the walk, I heard Cassandra start to hum. I recognized the tune as belonging to an eighties song. I wasn’t sure if a kid from today would know such a thing—it was possible, I supposed—but I was quite sure Megan would. She’d died in 1984.

      “We won’t have much time,” I said. “I have to hurry. Just follow my lead.”

      Olivia walked out after her daughter, and I jogged back into the kitchen, Beowulf at my heels. I’d left my bag in there. I emptied it onto the table: cinnamon sticks, a compass, two bundles of sage, a pack of matches, and a large bag of salt. That jumble of crap was what I was proposing to replace the canteen with. I felt like a fool, but there weren’t a lot of options other than to keep going.

      I stuffed four cinnamon sticks and the compass into my pocket. I lit one of the bundles of sage like a torch, and shoved the spare in my other pocket along with the matches. Finally, I poked a small hole in the bottom of the salt bag, then covered the hole with one finger. (A bit of an awkward task, since I had the torch in one hand and less fingers than most on the other, but I’d adapted to that pretty well.)

      “Wulf, watch my back,” I said. He followed me outside and sniffed furiously at the ground.

      I walked the perimeter of the yard, following what had been its boundaries when Megan lived there, waving the sage to spread the smoke, and spilling the salt steadily out of the hole in the bag. Under other circumstances, Wulf would have licked that trail of salt right up, but he could sense Megan’s presence as much as I could, and it put him in professional mode.

      Whatever she wanted from Cassandra, I hoped Megan wanted it bad enough to follow the girl out to the garage. And that she'd have enough power left to go that far, and stay there until I finished. Put together, that was kind of a lot of hoping and not very much solid knowing, which is never what you want in a plan.

      The garage was newer than the house. After the McGibbons family died, land on their street became a bit of a bargain. The man who bought the McGibbons house bought the house next door, too, then leveled it to put in the new garage, the pool, and a small pool house.

      In other words, the garage was not a part of the land Megan McGibbons was anchored to, a fact that my entire hastily constructed and possibly lame plan depended on.

      My sage supply lasted until I finished with the salt line, but only just. I put cinnamon sticks into the ground around the house at exactly the four points of the compass. Then I closed my eyes, cleared my mind, and concentrated on walls and moats and tall hedges made of thorns. Boundaries. Wards. Things I’d learned in the netherworld.

      I finished with a prayer; this was no exorcism and I was no priest, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. Beowulf sat beside me, tense but quiet.

      Just as I muttered my “Amen,” I heard a scream from the garage. I couldn’t tell whether it was Olivia or Cassandra.

      “Okay,” I whispered to Wulf. “Let’s hope it holds.”

      He growled and ran ahead of me to the garage. When I got there he was standing at the open garage door, howling. Things were flying everywhere. The sort of sharp, dangerous things you keep in a garage. Olivia was bent over Cassandra, trying to shield her and drag her outside at the same time.

      “YOU TRICKED ME!” Cassandra was shouting. “I need to be INSIDE! I need—”

      Whatever else she needed was cut off by a scream as a shovel came hurtling toward her. Both Cassandra and Olivia ducked to avoid it.

      Megan McGibbons, it seemed, had gotten a second wind. And she was about to get a lot more pissed off, if things went my way.

      Cassandra broke free of her mother’s grip and ran for the house. Olivia followed, and so did Megan, her ghostly form barely visible in the sunlight.

      Only two of them made it to the door.

      Megan McGibbons raged and tore up the garden, uprooted two holly bushes, killed a squirrel and three chipmunks and two cardinals. She cracked the sidewalk and knocked down the mailbox.

      But she could not cross the boundary. And if she couldn’t cross the boundary, she couldn’t get back to the place she was anchored to. Megan McGibbons had nowhere to go.

      I almost couldn’t believe it. My plan actually worked. I was wrong about one thing, though: Megan did manage to find the power to summon a voice, at the last. With one horrible shriek that went through my head like a bullet, she was gone.

      The pain in my head was so intense it disoriented me for maybe a minute. (I would have a headache behind my left eye for the next three days.) When I looked around at the wreckage of the yard, I saw that Cassandra was sitting on the ground, rocking back and forth and humming that same tune. Megan’s song, whatever it was. Olivia was beside her, crying and begging her to say something.

      Wulf walked up to Cassandra and slobbered all over her face. She stopped rocking and humming, and looked at him. Then she put her hand on his neck. He turned and licked it.

      “Body,” she said. “Bristol.” Her eyes weren’t cold anymore, but she didn’t look like she was entirely behind them, either.

      “What body?” I asked. “Whose body?”

      “My body,” said Cassandra. Then she burst into tears.

      Olivia hugged her daughter, hard, then got to her feet. “We have to go.” She reached into her pocket for her cell phone, then took a quick glance around. “A microburst,” she said. “We’ll say this was a microburst, or even a real tornado. The weather service will contradict us, but what else could this be?”

      She looked half crazed as she nodded to herself, and I wondered why the hell she was talking about weather at a time like this.

      “We’ll say the noise and the destruction gave her a flashback,” Olivia finished.

      Before I could ask her what any of this meant, she called 911 and said she needed an ambulance, that her daughter had PTSD and was in shock. I don’t think it was even five minutes before paramedics were shooing Olivia away and examining Cassandra.

      Olivia stood beside me and said quietly, “She went to Cane’s Meadow. Until last spring. She’s been home ever since.”

      Well, that explained it. I stared at Olivia, then hugged her. It wasn’t like me to just go and hug strangers, but what the hell else was there to do? Cane’s Meadow was a small private college three states west and two states north. I probably never would have heard of it, except that it was all over the news a few months before. A sophomore had walked into one of the dorms with four guns and some minor explosives strapped to his chest. Almost thirty people had died.

      Olivia accepted the embrace, gave me a small nod, then got into the ambulance with her daughter. When they were gone, I walked back to the garage. A bag of charcoal was ripped open in one corner. Above it, on the cinder block wall, was an almost unreadable scrawl:

      birch ashes

      wormwood

      bedroo

      The last word ended in a shaky line. A crumbled briquette was on the floor just below it.

      I didn’t know the significance of birch or wormwood, but I knew that Megan McGibbons had really died not in this garage but in her bedroom, after smearing the walls with the blood flowing from her own slit wrists.
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