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AWAKENING
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SHE SEARCHED THE BODY carefully, cleaned it, spelled it with wards, and sealed it in what was supposed be his eternal tomb. She used a backhoe to bury him under the Great Ash, below the subsoil where nothing lived. 

By charm or chance, she overlooked the spore he had hidden in his ear.

At this depth, the ground didn’t freeze but water went where it liked, dissolving minerals, and wearing down stone. It took years for the first crack to split his cement prison. Greedy, hair-like shoots converged on this weak point, forcing the concrete aside thread by thread. The Entity emerged over weeks and months, an expanding mass of unnatural shoots that only knew up.
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TONYA CHOPPED CARROTS like it meant revenge. She should have been happy. Accepted into University of Toronto, she could finally leave Loon Lake behind—except her parents had other plans.

The doorbell rang. High heels clicked across tiled floor with a familiar rhythm that made Tonya smile. 

“Hello this place!” Her aunt’s voice rang out.

Tonya let the knife drop to the cutting board and dashed to the front hall.

She saw dark circles under her aunt’s eyes, which contrasted with her snowy hair. “How are you?” asked Tonya.

“Is she expecting me?”

Tonya shook her head. “This is an emergency.”

Aunt Helen squared her shoulders, grown angular in recent months. “Tell me.”

Tonya led her to the living room. “My registration slot starts tomorrow at 2:00. I have until then to convince them I should go to Toronto.”

“That’s between you and your parents.” Helen crossed her arms, exactly like Mom did. In childhood pictures, before Aunt Helen’s hair suddenly went white, the Lennox sisters looked like twins.

“Talk to them. Even Dad thinks I should stay here when U of T has twice as much of everything. They know I want to study in Toronto.”

“Why don’t you?”

“They’re paying.”

“Loon Lake is cheaper, but it can’t just be the money.”

“Agreed, but they won’t budge. It’s like they’re terrified of Toronto. Talk to them? I know you can persuade them.” Tonya didn’t say charm them, but her unspoken plea hung in the air.

Her aunt sighed. “I should go.”

“Stay for dinner. I need you to back me up.”

“If Barbara says okay.”

“Help me finish cooking and she’ll have to.’

In the kitchen, Tonya put on an indie playlist and chopped to the beat while her aunt peeled potatoes.

The music stopped.

Tonya’s mother stared at them from the kitchen doorway. “Helen?”

Aunt Helen offered Mom a small smile. “Sorry to barge in on you. Tonya invited me.”

“How’s your health?” Her mother approached Helen cautiously.

“Fine.” It was a polite lie.

“How’s the store?”

“Still living the dream.” Helen’s pale face looked drawn opposed to her sister’s apple cheeks. In contrast to Aunt Helen’s tidy ponytail, Mom let her dark hair flow over her shoulders. Tonya wondered if they had ever done anything the same. Her mother was the good girl. She detested magic and spent her time baking for community events. Aunt Helen defied her anti-magic Pure family, until the mayor exiled her when she was a few years older than Tonya.

Mom rolled up her sleeves. “You’d better stay. Tonya’s making orange chicken.”

The three women peeled and chopped silently until Aunt Helen bundled the peelings onto her cutting board and walked to the green bin.

The lid raised itself as Helen tipped the waste in.

Her mother’s jaw dropped. “What are you doing?”

The bin lid quivered under her aunt’s spell then dropped with a slam.

“Nobody can see us here. Don’t make a fuss.”

“Not in my house. There will be no magic in this house!”

Aunt Helene shrugged.

“You’re not even sorry! Leave.”

“You’re looking good, Barbara. Say hi to Jim for me.” As she left the kitchen, Aunt Helen told Tonya to “have fun at school.”

Tonya walked her to the door.

On the stoop, Aunt Helen paused. “It’s time you had this.” She slipped a golden pendant, shaped like a leaf, into Tonya’s hand.

Tonya held the necklace under the porch light. “It’s beautiful. Is it antique?”

“Yep, a real family heirloom. Promise you’ll wear it?”

“Of course. I love it!” Tonya gave her a hug.

Aunt Helen held on a little too long. “Don’t worry. University won’t be like high school.”

“I wish you could stay.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Stay.”

“Oh, Tonya. You’re better off without me.”
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TONYA LINED UP OUTSIDE the Loon Lake University registrar’s office. Courses had already started, and she had been trying for weeks to get out of a third-year physics class and into the first-year English class she was supposed to be taking. How did these screw-ups happen? Torn between defying her parents and attending University of Toronto, or relenting and going to Loon Lake, she had waited until the last moment and chosen her courses in a rush. She was so flustered she had clicked the wrong selection and now the course she wanted was full.

It wasn’t a long lineup, but it was moving so slowly she would need a haircut soon. Breakfast was hours ago. Tonya’s stomach grumbled for lunch. She shouldn’t even be here except the computer system had mysteriously rejected her password and wouldn’t allow a reset.

She had tried phoning and email but couldn’t get a reply from anybody. When things got this messed up, Aunt Helen always said, “face-to-face is best.”

Aunt Helen’s preference for face-to-face wasn’t completely innocent. As a child, Tonya’s parents had kept her aunt’s powers secret. It wasn’t until the summer Tonya went to work in her aunt’s Herbal Healing Shop that the clients told her everything. One lady credited Aunt Helen with changing her life in grade six. A mean girl bullied her every day so one night, Aunt Helen had charmed the neighborhood dogs to howl under the bully’s window and keep her awake all night. The next morning at school, when she threatened to keep doing it, the bully promised to reform.

Too bad Tonya’s family were Purists, the strictest of Loon Lake’s magic factions. Like the Trads, they kept magic from outsiders, but they also forbade its study. It was a rule her aunt chose to ignore.

Aunt Helen could have charmed Tonya up to the front of the line. Tonya sighed. After their aborted dinner, her aunt hadn’t answered texts or calls. Mom admitted she was seeing specialists but would say no more. Ever since Aunt Helen insisted on kissing her and giving her that pendant, Tonya suspected the worst.

Ahead of Tonya, a girl with shiny black hair streaked with purple raised her hands over her head and posed, as if she just finished a gymnastics routine. Next, she put her hands on her hips and thrust back her shoulders like a comic book hero. When the girl started conducting an invisible orchestra, Tonya couldn’t help but ask, “What are you doing?”

The girl turned, revealing a pretty, brown, heart-shaped face, nestled in a mane of black and purple curls. “I’m claiming my power. You must see this Ted Talk.” She held her phone out to Tonya. “Women lose marks in school and fail in business because they get meek around assertive men.”

“Hmm,” Tonya wasn’t that interested in the video, but she was fascinated by a girl who wasn’t embarrassed to do crazy things in public.

“I’m Tonya.”

“Priya.” She reached out and shook Tonya’s hand like they were grown-ups which, Tonya supposed, they were.

“What are you in for?”

“Huh?”

Priya grinned. “What are you studying?”

“English and History.” 

“Whose history?”

“Local history.” There was a three hundred-year-old schism between the founding families of Loon Lake. History class would be an excuse to visit City Hall’s archives and read about the feuding, in the words of the individuals who started it.

“That sounds absolutely fascinating.” Priya chuckled.

Tonya didn’t blame her. To an outsider, the history of Loon Lake must sound yawn-worthy.

The line snailed forward. “So, what should I take instead?”

“Take Feminist Theory in Popular Culture, with me.” On her phone, she showed Tonya the course description.

“That’s a second-year course.”

“I’m a quick study. I just have to convince the registrar.” She smiled.

Tonya caught herself envying Priya’s perfect teeth and striking looks. Her clothes were straight out of a Gothic novel, all black chiffon and Victorian lace. Definitely not department store stuff. If university was going to be a new beginning, Tonya wanted interesting friends like her, people who didn’t remember her eating lunch alone in the high school library.

The line moved, and it was Tonya’s turn, but Priya was taking different subjects. Their paths might not cross again for weeks.

“Wait, after this, do you want to go for lunch?”

Priya flashed her perfect teeth. “Thought you’d never ask.”

“How about Mackenzie Cafeteria?”

“Sure.”

Loon Lake University grouped students according to their passions and vocations. Students interested in native studies and the environment were housed in one college. Future leaders and politically active students lived in another. Nursing students shared space with students interested in science and agriculture.

“What’s your major?” Tonya asked Priya as she walked her bike along the path back to the dorms.

“Fine arts.”

“So, you’re at Mackenzie too.”

“Top floor,” said Priya.

“I’m on the third.”

Tonya left her bike on the rack outside and entered the main floor cafeteria, watching for her roommate, Lynette. With lecture halls on the second floor, and their dorm room on the third, she was always running into her. With her cool new friend in tow, Lynette was the last person she wanted to see.

As they lined up with their trays, Tonya checked for messages from her parents or Aunt Helen. Both numbers went straight to voicemail. That was unusual for Dad but not for Aunt Helen. For good measure she sent them each a text. Why weren’t they responding? 

The line moved forward, and she handed the cashier her meal plan card. After lunch she would try again.

“One thing about Mackenzie,” said Priya as they sat at a table, “if I sleep in, I can go downstairs and catch my first lecture in my PJs.”

“No tromping through snow.” Tonya knew too well what to expect from winter in the region. It was one of the reasons she had wanted to study in Toronto. At least her parents had insisted she stay on campus.

“So, tell me about Loon Lake, local girl.” Priya smiled encouragingly.

“It’s a pretty little city.”

“Picturesque. What else?”

“The Village of Loon Lake is hundreds of years old.”

“Any original buildings still around? I’d love to take some pictures,” said Priya.

“The new part of town is much nicer. Have you visited the farmer’s market?”

“Who wants to photograph vegetables? I want to visit Loon Lake Cemetery. The city website says there are tombstones 300 years old.”

“What’s so great about that?” Tonya didn’t like the way Priya’s eyes lit up when she said cemetery. There were good reasons to keep outsiders from getting too interested in that place. “Anything else you want to see?”

“There’s this tall log cabin on Kenny Road. I saw it when I drove in from Toronto.”

“That would be my aunt’s Herbal Healing Shop.”

“We could visit both.”

“It’s just a boring store.”

“With interesting architecture.”

“If you like log cabins we should go to the Ice House. They used to cut blocks of ice out of the lake in the winter and store them in sawdust all summer. It’s more authentic than the store.”

Priya took a bite of her veggie lasagna before she answered. “I should warn you, when somebody tells me not to do something, that’s exactly what I want to do.”

“Then let’s hit the cemetery, right after lunch.”

“No way!” Priya laughed. “I have class. In fact,” she checked her phone, “I’m almost late. What’s your number?”

Priya stayed long enough to add Tonya’s contact info before rushing to class. The moment Priya headed for the staircase at the opposite end of the building, Tonya called her Dad.

No answer. Not good.

With the weird way her family wouldn’t discuss Aunt Helen’s illness, Tonya feared her Mom was protecting her from something she considered worse than disease—magic.

Between classes, Tonya called Loon Lake Hospital, but Aunt Helen hadn’t been admitted. Tonya rode her bike west through campus and cut through the cemetery, coming out through a small break in the tall, wrought iron fence opposite the shop. She crossed the small field between cemetery and store only to find the closed sign posted. Tonya knocked but nobody answered. She tried phoning, but her aunt’s mailbox was full. It seemed Tonya wasn’t the only one who couldn’t reach Aunt Helen.
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TONYA SHIVERED AS SHE lined up at the high board for her chance to try out. The Diving Team was supposed to be an escape from stress, but it wasn’t turning out that way. Instead of concentrating on preparing for her dive, all she could think about was family. A couple of days ago, she had received an email from her aunt saying everything was fine. At least she was alive, but since then she hadn’t responded to texts or email.

Ahead of her, divers in their Tyr and Speedo suits looked slim and twice as muscular as Tonya. She took a deep breath and tried to visualize herself spinning perfect somersaults above the trampoline. She loved the weightless feeling of bouncing high into the air, and had spent the summer practicing. Varsity represented a new, athletic life for her, something she’d never had before. Could she belong here? Ahead of her, girls with perfect, tanned bodies executed dive after dive. Her turn was coming, much too fast.

When a short, hard-bodied girl cut in ahead of her it was a relief, until the girl smirked back in Tonya’s face.

“You? In a swimsuit? Try not to belly flop, Freak.”

Tonya placed her hands over her stomach. It was Marta, Donna Ashton’s daughter. Donna and her beef-shouldered brothers thought the Trads foolish for concealing magic from the Mundanes, but Marta was worse. She called Pures like Tonya freaks for denying their supernatural abilities. 

With bullies like Marta, offense was the best defense. “How do I know you’re not going to cheat?”

“I don’t need magic to beat you, Freak.” Marta climbed to the top of the board and stepped gracefully to the edge.

Tonya watched Marta execute two and a half reverse somersaults with two and a half twists in pike position. Perfectly, of course. Tonya’s best dive was two somersaults with a twist. Would that be good enough to make the team? She wiped her palms on the front of her swimsuit. If she failed, Marta would tell every Mod in town.

Legs trembling, she mounted the ten-meter ladder. At the top, she tried not to look down. Somehow, practicing her spins on the trampoline never gave her the same vertigo standing on the platform did. It was a long way down and Marta’s stupid comments had activated a chorus of internal doubts.

She couldn’t do it, not with everyone staring at her. The pool below seemed to move to the left while the diving platform felt like it tilted beneath her feet. Her toes tensed on the emery board surface of the platform, and she fought the urge to retreat. Tonya couldn’t look down. Were the chlorine fumes making her dizzy?

Unwilling to face the drop, she turned her back to the pool and launched into unrehearsed reverse somersaults. She spun two, three times, then stretched out to enter the water, catching it at a harsh angle that sent her off to the side. She touched bottom meters from the center.

When she surfaced, Tonya imagined all eyes on her as she performed a slow front crawl to the ladder. Head down, she got out and crossed the deck to retrieve her swim bag, too rattled to make a second attempt. On her way to the change room, one person applauded behind her.

“Nice try! Good job.”

Tonya recognized Marta’s voice but didn’t look back. 

In the showers, Tonya stretched out her shoulders under the hot spray. She toweled off and retreated to the side of the change room farthest from the girls wearing Varsity swimsuits. Clearly, she would not be joining them. Once dressed, she grabbed her bag and went to the bathroom mirror to brush her hair.

She was about to leave when she heard retching coming from the toilets behind her. She hoped the girl inside was okay. Tonya looked under the stall door and saw a pair of knees on the floor. Somebody was throwing up. Maybe somebody even more nervous about the tryouts than she was.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine!” The voice was sharp and harsh.

“Can I help?”

“No.”

The heaving resumed. Tonya stood between the sink and stalls of the cramped bathroom. What was the etiquette for a situation like this? Should she walk away? What if the girl passed out?

“Do you want me to call someone to drive you home?” Tonya was head-down, fumbling in her bag for her phone, when the bathroom stall door flew open, knocking her back. She staggered and grabbed the sink for balance. When she opened her eyes, a slightly green face glared at her. Marta.

“Seriously, can I help?”

“What made you think you can dive?” Marta pushed past Tonya and went back to the change room where the rest of the team was dressing.

Tonya had to walk past them to reach the exit. As she followed Marta, the other girls went quiet.

Marta turned on her. “If you can’t dive, why did you come out?”

“At least I tried.”

“Why? You can barely swim. I mean, look at you.” Marta was staring at Tonya’s plump belly.

“Screw yourself.” Tonya loved swimming and she wasn’t going to let Marta ruin it for her.

“You dive like my granny.”

“I’m a lifeguard. I can save your granny.”

The girls murmured.

Marta laughed. “Lifeguards. You’re so proud you can do two lengths of the pool, towing a rubber dummy.” She looked around at her teammates. Some smiled, but others stared at Marta, which gave Tonya courage.

“Take care of that tummy now, Marta. Wouldn’t want you to miss your next practice.” Tonya rushed for the door, but Marta stepped into her way. Tonya tried to step left, then right, but Marta blocked the doorway like an enraged imp, her chin jutted up at Tonya.

“My stomach is fine. Don’t spread rumors.”

“Why, are you pregnant?” 

Marta’s eyes widened, then her face relaxed. “Don’t worry about me, worry about you.” The corners of her mouth curved upwards as she stepped back to let Tonya go.

Outside the Athletic Center, chilly October wind whipped wet hair into Tonya’s face. She hoped nobody noticed her hands were still trembling as she hoisted her bag onto her shoulder. At the edge of the road, guys from the team were waiting for the girls. She recognized Shin immediately from team photos in the foyer. The tallest in every picture, he usually had his arm around Marta. Tonya thought of telling him Marta was sick, and about the weird way she’d gone after Tonya for noticing, but why? Maybe it didn’t mean anything, except that he had terrible taste in girlfriends.

She wished she had come by bike, so she could leave. Tonya took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Priya would get here soon. The move into residence had been so rushed in September that Priya was helping her collect her last boxes.

Tonya’s house was in the new part of town, on the opposite side of Loon Lake as the university. Her parents had put it up for sale the same day Tonya moved into residence. It was weird, and she tried not to feel hurt about it, but it still stung. First, her parents wouldn’t let her go to school out of town “for her own protection,” and now they had left town themselves? They said it was because Aunt Helen would be in and out of hospital for tests in Toronto, and they wanted to get a condo nearby. It would make sense, if they didn’t hate the big city.

Tonya couldn’t imagine Aunt Helen abandoning the Herbal Healing Shop. This illness was serious, no matter how many times her mother downplayed it. Tonya wanted to see for herself, but every time she emailed, asking to visit her aunt in Toronto, her parents refused to tell her which hospital she was in. “You’re safer close to home,” they replied. “Aunt Helen will get better and then she’ll visit you.”

If her parents weren’t so blind, she would be going to U of T and be able to see Aunt Helen any time she liked.

The sound of a car horn startled her out of her reverie. Tonya dashed to her friend’s rusty Toyota and got in.

“Sorry I’m late. Baby didn’t want to start.” Priya patted the old car’s dashboard. “Aren’t you cold?”

“Like a wet cat.”

“How was the tryout?”

“A lot like high school.”

“Boring, stupid, and full of pimples?’

“You must have gone to a good high school.”

“Uh oh. Somebody needs to escape the past, fast.” She cranked the radio and opened the windows as they pulled onto the highway. “Let’s speed dry it outta your hair.”
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DONNA SAT AT THE KITCHEN table with her brother, Marvin, who was doing their accounts on a laptop.

“He won by a landslide, again.” Marvin pushed silver specs up on his nose. He was tall and broad-shouldered in a white polo, accessorized by a pencil over his ear.

Donna shrugged. “People like Mayor Thornton. He never does anything.” From her bag, she extracted a mirror, and a crimson lipstick which she applied precisely. “Things will change when we’re in charge.” She shut the mirror with a snap.

“Between his Trad cronies and gray power, the Mundanes might as well be running the town.” Marvin ran a hand through his brush cut, knocking the pencil to the kitchen floor. “He’s approved another nursing home. Doesn’t he understand what that does to us?”

“Our day’s coming.”

A man strode in, Paul Bunyan with a cell phone. He waved it at his siblings. “Have you seen the election results?”

“Where have you been?” Donna stood, hands on hips. “Marvin’s been redoing our projections for hours.”

Junior slammed his brother’s laptop shut. “You can’t fix this with accounting. Time to think big.”

“Please, expand our little minds.” Donna rolled her eyes at Marvin who reopened his computer and resumed typing.

“Len’s coming.” Junior glared at Marta. “Play nice.”

Without lifting his eyes from his spreadsheet, Marvin said, “You can’t trust him.”

“At least he doesn’t sit on his ass while the Trads run things.” Junior dropped into a chair next to his brother, his comic book muscles straining to escape his red checked shirt. “He’s a Mod, and he’s got Waldock.”

“You’re a genius! Why didn’t I think of asking for Waldock’s help? Oh wait, maybe because he’s dead.” Marvin shook his head.

Junior stood to face Donna. “What about you? Will you help Len?”

“That depends on what he’s offering.”

“Waldock, in total control.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” she said.

“But he needs your support . . .”

Donna palm-blocked Junior and returned to helping Marvin with the accounts. 

When Junior tried to object, she turned her back on him. Pouting, he went to stand behind the kitchen counter and started drumming his hands on the marble surface. Next, he picked up a pair of spoons and drummed louder. Marvin kept typing. Junior walked over and tried to catch his brother’s eye. Marvin didn’t look up. Donna smirked but kept her eyes on the laptop as well. Junior cleared his throat to no avail, then pulled out his phone and started playing a game.

There was a knock at the door and it swung open. A chill breeze reached the kitchen. Limping steps sounded in the hall which Donna strode to intercept.

“This is a pleasant surprise.” She brought Len into the open-concept living room adjacent to the kitchen.

“You mean because I’m not dead?” Len lowered himself into a leather chair. His knees wound up higher than his waist, the drape of his loose pants clinging to his skeletal leg. Cancerous growths marred his white-stubbled chin. Against a black leather jacket, his face looked ghostly.

“Can I get you a drink?” asked Donna.

“Ginger ale.”

“Sorry. Coffee?”

“My stomach can’t take the hard stuff anymore. Tea.”

Donna looked up at Junior, standing behind the counter. “You making the tea?”

Junior shook his head.

She strode into the kitchen. “Then shoo!”

Len appeared to shrink as Junior sat next to him on the couch.

“Why are you here?” Marvin hadn’t moved from the kitchen table. “We’re busy.”

Len sighed. “Jack knew things would end in a showdown. As Helen got weaker, she couldn’t control him, but the hag wouldn’t admit defeat. When she realized she was dying, she was desperate to kill him first.”

Junior caressed the knuckles of his left fist. “She won.”

“No, we have. I know how to eliminate her, once and for all.” The lids drooped over Len’s rheumy eyes. “But my strength is failing too.”

Marvin’s chair scraped as he got to his feet. “I don’t understand. You want to kill Helen for revenge?”

“Better. Jack expected her to kill him, so he made a backup plan.”

“Which obviously didn’t work,” said Marvin.

“A plan to bring himself back.” Len showed his teeth.

“That’s Waldock for you, too tough to take death lying down.” Junior knocked his fists together.

Donna crossed her arms. “You’re lying.”

“He figured out a way to manipulate gravedigger fungus.”

Junior quirked his head. “What?”

“An underground fungus that grows into the neural pathways of the dead.”

“The nurr—huh?”

“Junior’s taken a lot of headshots,” said Donna. “Let me translate.” She turned to Junior.

“You know, those gray mushrooms that sometimes come up in graveyards.”

Junior made a face. “I hate those things, whispering at you and creeping you out.”

“To protect burial sites,” said Len.

“I don’t see the connection,” said Donna. “They’re harmless—and rare.”

“Tell me about it.” 

Junior shrugged shoulders like mountains in an earthquake. “So, Gravediggers make people hear creepy voices in cemeteries. That’s not exactly a weapon.”

When Len showed his teeth this time it was almost a smile. “That was before Jack Waldock.”
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PRIYA DROVE TONYA AWAY from the Athletic Center. “So, where to?”

“Stay on Lakeshore and keep going west.” Wind from Priya’s window tossed damp hair into her eyes.

Loon Lake City stood on the northern shore, directly across the lake from campus. Like a pig in a python, Loon River widened into the lake on the western end and shrunk back down to river size to the east.

“How far is it?” asked Priya.

“Imagine Loon Lake is in four quadrants, with the x and y-axes meeting in the center of the lake. My parents live almost straight up the y-axes. I’ll tell you when to turn north.”

Looking at it that way, campus filled the southeastern and most of the southwestern quadrant, with the cemetery to the west, and Aunt Helen’s shop just west of that. Riding her bike through campus from east to west, sometimes Tonya took the southern drive, which passed between the Athletic center lakeside, and the arena to the south. Next, she would pass between the various science buildings, below the stadium and the library, continuing off campus to Kenny Road.

Most of the time, however, she took the northern drive along the lakeshore which passed between the lake and the Rowing Clubhouse, the DNA lab, Environmental Sciences Buildings, and the college residences. It was cooler along the lakeshore and gave her a view across the water to downtown.

Downtown, which wasn’t huge, had started to develop along the northern shore of the lake a hundred years ago, then continued north with the construction of the city’s first concrete-and-glass buildings in the 1940s.

Lakeshore Drive North followed the north shore, which was flanked by city parks, the farmer’s market grounds, and out toward the east and west limits, lakefront estates.

As if anticipating a need for quarantine, Loon Lake hospital was built on cheap land northeast of city limits. 

Priya continued west through campus, passing the residences. 

As they exited campus and entered the tiny, three-hundred-year-old Village of Loon Lake, Tonya’s scalp tingled with a change like air pressure. At university, she was an anonymous student, but to the Old Families of Loon Lake, she would always be her aunt’s niece.

“Turn right.”

Priya cut north on Kenny Road, and drove between the cemetery on the southwest shore of Loon Lake and Tonya’s aunt’s store to their west.

“My parents live on David, just north of downtown.”

Priya drove them north over River Bridge, then turned east onto David, slowing as they reached Tonya’s childhood home. Maple leaves covered the lawn, but her father wasn’t out raking them. 

Priya pulled into the driveway.

“Hey! The porch swing is gone. Wait here.” Tonya got out and went to the front door.

The porch was crowded with liquor boxes labelled “Tonya,” in her Aunt Helen’s wavering hand. She had packed Tonya’s stuff and left it in front of the house. Why? 

She tried the front door, but her key didn’t fit.

Picking up a box, Tonya walked back to the car. “I can’t believe this. They changed the locks without warning me.”

“Your parents moved out already?” Priya got out and opened the hatchback.

“Looks like.” So Priya wouldn’t see her face flush, she went back to the porch. Her hands trembled as she called Dad’s mobile.

It went straight to voicemail. Mom didn’t carry a phone. Without optimism, she left him another message and grabbed a box.

When she returned, Priya had the back seats folded down. Tonya slipped the box in and, together, they went for more. She could hardly look Priya in the eye for fear she would tear up. Something was wrong. Her parents had been acting weird, ever since they had talked her out of U of T. If they wanted her to stay here for safety, why had they left so fast? It was a question that preoccupied her until they loaded the last box.

“Well?” Priya stood behind the car, drumming her fingers on the glass. “Are you going to tell me why you haven’t said a word since we started moving boxes?”

“I never thought my parents would leave this place. I should say goodbye to it.” Tonya would miss the plant-filled kitchen and her bedroom with its second-story view. “It would be easy to go around the back and get in through the kitchen window. The lock’s broken.”

“But you won’t.”

“Of course not.”

Priya crossed her arms but didn’t say anything. Was she disappointed?

Since Tonya met Priya, they’d eaten dozens of meals together in the Mackenzie College cafeteria, but she still wasn’t sure what it meant when Priya frowned like that. Tonya slotted the last box into the back.

The motor was running when she got in beside Priya who said, “Come to the pub tonight?”

“I don’t know . . .”

Priya batted her eyelashes. “They have nachos.”

“I can have nachos anywhere.” Eating always made her feel better, but she didn’t share Priya’s enthusiasm for Hub Pub food. Besides, she should stay in her room and call Dad.

“You have to come with me and meet Duck.”

“Duck?”

“Well, Drake, but not Drake the Hip Hop star. He’s runs the Digital Ninjas.”

Tonya frowned. “I hate clubs.”

“How long have we known each other?”

“A month?”

“In that time, have I ever steered you wrong?”

“No . . .” How could she explain to cool, artistic Priya that Digital Ninjas sounded uber geeky? She sighed. Geeky but fun. Maybe it was time to stop thinking about what other people thought of her and do what she liked.

“C’mon. You two will be perfect for each other.”
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ROBERTO ALVAREZ SAT in the Hub Pub, hands wrapped around a glass of Canadian draft, bummed at the prospect of falling leaves and too many science labs. Back home October meant spring, and the coming prospect of long summer afternoons on Lima’s beaches. Loon Lake was wet, windy, and already colder than midwinter back home. He missed watching hang gliders catching thermals off the cliffs in Miraflores. He missed daily blue skies and driving past surfers along the beach-hugging Costa Verde highway. He missed dancing with girls who knew how to salsa. Most of all he missed Barranco bars like Ayahuasca which, unlike this moose’s armpit, had atmosphere and fresh tropical cocktails. He hadn’t found a Pisco Sour since he’d left Peru, let alone his favorite mixed drink, Maracuya (passion fruit). Plus, the Canadians kept carding him everywhere he went. The drinking age was nineteen here, and he knew he looked older. It was starting to feel like harassment.

A dark-haired couple came in, the guy, unusually tall. People’s heads turned, and the hubbub dipped. Who were they? Back home Roberto belonged among the well-connected, the private-schooled, the kids whose families ran things. In this shabby little Canadian town, a couple who turned heads was the closest thing to his people. He waved at a waitress, intending to buy them a round but, of course, she ignored him. Everything was self-serve here. Leaving his beer at the booth to save his seat, he pressed his way through the crowd. Up ahead, the chalkboard behind the bar advertised “Cuba Libres.” Well “Viva la revolucion!” He smiled to himself. At last, something worth drinking in this place. He swam against the tide of students until he washed up beside the intriguing couple at the bar.

“I’m Roberto.” He smiled at the girl. “I’m new.” Usually, this was all it took. Canadian girls loved his accent. Jocks gravitated toward a fellow athlete.

“I’m Shin.” The guy waved, Canadian style, rather than shaking hands. “This is Marta.”

The girl stared. “Do I know you?”

“Not yet, but you two seem cool. Can I buy you a round?”

“Are you some kind of diving groupie?” Marta asked.

“I surf.” Roberto wasn’t sure what she meant by “groupie.”

Marta crossed her arms in front of her chest.

“Have you ever been to Lima?”

She shook her head, setting dark, shiny hair in motion. She was beautiful. Perfect skin, naturally ruddy lips . . . too bad she was frowning.

She looked him up and down like he was a beggar. “So nice to meet you but we’re heading up to the dining room.” She towed Shin away through the liquid crowd. Neither spared him a backward glance.

Feeling lonelier, and stupid as well, Roberto cast off against the current. Back at the booth, his lonely glass had been cleared away and four lumberjacks had taken his place. Tossed on this sea of blondes and pale, northern faces, the crashing waves of English chatter were starting to wear on his ears. Time to go back to his dorm and Skype his friends in Lima, that is, the ones who weren’t already out partying on a Thursday night.

It wasn’t fair. When Madre heard rumors that an obscure Canadian city exuded a powerful magical aura, Roberto’s wishes stopped counting. She had to discover why there was so much power in Loon Lake, and how much she could get for the family.

There was no intel available overseas, so his parents registered him for university and told Roberto to integrate with the locals. His goal was to secretly locate the source of magical energy.

“Make us proud,” said Papí. “Take some of that power for yourself.”

“You’ll triumph like a Conquistador in El Dorado,” said Madre.

“Or suffer like a convict in Australia!” He tried to object, but they refused to listen. Madre would do anything to gather more power and Papí, well, he always agreed with “the Flower of his Soul.” Roberto suspected he was scared of her.

Roberto found an empty stool at a tiny table and ordered a draft. At least Canadian beer was good.

The seven-hour flight to Toronto had given Roberto time to reflect. It was one year out of his life. Worth the sacrifice, if this place held the kind of power Madre suspected. As the plane touched down in Toronto, he had resolved to make the best of banishment. So, he found a cute blonde to distract him from his loneliness. What else could he do?

Too bad Lynette wasn’t here to keep him company tonight. His stomach growled. Roberto had a sudden craving for empanadas, even though he’d eaten a big dinner at the cafeteria. Chicken and olive empanadas, broken open and spritzed inside with lime juice. Mmm. He closed his eyes and remembered the pastry from his favorite bakery in Miraflores. Peruvian food . . . What he wouldn’t give for a plate of ceviche right now, or potatoes in yellow sauce the way the cook did them. Yeah, Papas a la Huancaína—that was what he craved most of all. Hunger stabbed his stomach. He took a gulp of beer, but it didn’t help.

Could this aching hunger be a curse? His abuela, Madre’s madre, would know, and her sisters, his tías, would know how to counteract it. Without his powerful family, Roberto felt more alone than ever, and hungrier. Homesickness was steering his imagination toward strange conclusions, but the hunger gnawing at his insides felt too intense to be natural. Desperate to eat anything, Roberto exited the bar and inhaled crisp fall air. He had to find a restaurant, a bakery, a street vendor. He was so desperate, right now he’d even settle for crappy North American drive-through.
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THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, Priya took the elevator down to Tonya’s floor. The wall pulsed with Top 40 beats coming from her friend’s room. Priya knocked, then hammered the door until a salon-fresh blonde opened up.

“I’m here for Tonya.”

“What?”

Priya shouted over some kind of autotuned Michael Jackson clone.

“Tonya!”

“Check the library.”

Tonya’s roommate did not turn the music down. She was too busy staring at Priya’s clothes.

“Pleased to meet you, I’m Priya.” She stuck out her hand.

“Lynette.” Blondie defended the entrance like a goalie.

Priya thumbed Tonya a quick text.

“We’re going out tonight. Can I wait here?” Priya moved forward.

Lynette took a step back, allowing her to see the twin chairs and beds on either side of the room.

“Thanks.” Priya breezed in past Lynette. “Tonight, she’s joining the best club on campus. Do you like film?”

“It’s a cheap date.”

“Want to make a movie?”

“Oh, absolutely!” Lynette laughed. “Too bad I’m busy, going out with my boyfriend.”

“Rain check?”

“You’re funny.”

Priya put on a smile. “How lovely to meet Tonya’s friends.”

“What friends?” Lynette shook her head. “She hates music, always wants quiet. It’s like living with a grumpy librarian!”

“Don’t worry, I’ll do my best to corrupt her.” Priya checked her phone, again.

Lynette crossed her arms. “So, is she coming or not?”

“She’s not responding.”

“Game over. Thanks for playing.” Lynette hurried Priya to the door. “Better luck next time.” Lynette forced Priya into the hall and slammed the door.

I think this makes us besties. Priya glanced up the hall for witnesses but she was alone.

Her phone pinged. It was Tonya, calling to say she was finished at the library.

“Let’s meet at the pub,” said Priya. “I just met your wonderful roommate, and while I’d love to stick around and lap up her charm, I wouldn’t want to impose on her generosity.”
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Tonya followed Priya into the Hub Pub and immediately down a flight of stairs to the basement.

“I found these guys online before I even came to university,” said Priya. “Zain does this web comic called Monster of the Week.”

She was about to open the door when Tonya stopped her. “I’m happy to keep you company but promise you’ll do the talking?”

“Relax, you’re gonna love Duck.”

Tonya had never seen Priya so animated. “Oh, I get it. You need a wing-girl. I’m only here because you want to date him!”

“Why date? I just wanna hook up with his NEX-VG30H.”

“His what?”

She licked her lips and spoke breathily. “I like to take my SLR lenses and screw them onto his powerful cam.”

Tonya laughed. “You’re nuts.”

“No, just not camera shy. But Drake and me, it’s just a fling.”

“You mean you and him actually . . .”

“Of course not! I want his cameras, but you,” she jabbed a finger at Tonya’s chest, “are just his type. Plus, tonight I want to convince him to film my installation. Ready?”

She flung open the door.

Tonya followed Priya into a cramped meeting room. It wasn’t hard to figure out who Drake was from Priya’s description. He had short blond hair, intense blue eyes, and wore a black, multi-pocket vest with two cameras hanging down the front. Six people in black shirts and jeans crowded around to speak with him so Tonya caught only snatches of what was said.

“You don’t need film school . . .

“California . . .

“Finance . . .

“A guy I know made a horror film for $6,000.00. Got distribution, sold it on Amazon.”

“Sellout!” Priya called over the chatter.

Drake smiled. “Excuse me.” He escaped the huddle of would-be filmmakers and gave Priya a hug. He unclinched when he caught sight of Tonya.

“I see you’ve brought me the next Emma Stone. Welcome to La La Land.”

“Don’t mind him, he’s an idiot.” Priya smiled fondly at Drake.

“But he’s our idiot,” said a guy in a Jaws t-shirt. He had slightly prominent incisors and his hair was artfully messy on top, like the hunky vampire in a teen flick. Tonya wondered if the look was achieved by product or neglect.

“Meet Tonya,” said Priya.

“Hi, Tonya.” Bedhead guy held his hands up, framing her face in an imaginary viewfinder.

When Drake shook her hand, Tonya couldn’t help noticing his firm grip and muscled arms.

“Call him Duck,” said Zain.

“Why?”

“My name’s Drake.”

“Why not use your real name?” asked Tonya.

“Never. A true name gives supernatural forces the power to summon you and . . .” He looked at Tonya and stopped smiling. “You don’t think that’s funny, do you?”

Tonya shrugged. In Loon Lake people didn’t joke about such things.

“She’s not into horror movies,” said Priya.

“Oh, an artist like you?”

“English and History major.”

His eyes sparkled when he smiled at her. “Welcome to Digital Ninjas. This is my assistant director, and roommate, Zain.”

“Sorry!” said Zain.

Tonya followed Zain and Drake back into the scrum where the Ninjas were hammering out their Indie Filmmaker Manifesto.

“They have a manifesto?” she asked Priya.

“The Ninjas aren’t just a social club. Stick with us and we’ll make things happen.”

“You sound like Lynette.”

Priya made a face.

“I don’t mean you’re obsessed with celebrities and your boyfriend’s abs. She’s in a sorority to meet rich guys and make business connections.”

“Smart girl,” said Priya.

“You think so? I think she’s fake.”

“Jealous?” Priya laughed. “You know, the easiest way to finance an art career is to find a rich patron. Maybe I should join her crowd.”

“Now I know you’re kidding.”

“Partly, but I’d do anything to mount Man vs. Nature properly.” She jerked a thumb at the scrum of Ninjas and their cameras. “These guys are my secret weapon.”

Drake was standing at the front of the room, all eyes on him. “What makes a Ninja so ninja? Is it the black clothing? The special equipment? Is it the catlike way we glide through sets and soundstages?”

“No!” The Ninjas responded.

“Why then?” Tonya asked Priya.

“They’re called Ninjas for silently meeting on location, without permits, to shoot guerrilla footage,” whispered Priya.

Drake continued. “The Ninja style is part art, part sport, and part black belt discipline. What is our war cry?”

“Booms down!” chorused the Ninjas.

“What’s that mean?” Tonya asked Priya.

“When they film a street scene, civilians never notice cameras, but the moment somebody lifts a microphone on a pole, it draws a crowd and spoils the shoot.”

“Smile everybody.” Drake panned his camera across the group. “I want to document this historic moment. First we do Priya’s installation.”

He shot Tonya a smile. “Then we make the best campus horror movie of all time!”

The Ninjas cheered as Priya made her way through the huddle to consult a pretty black girl with a long afro. She stood next to a brown guy in a black t-shirt which listed the top ten rules of indie filmmaking. Every rule contained an F-bomb. On the far side of the room stood three dough-fleshed guys wearing Star Wars t-shirts. They chatted and smiled at Drake, who looked about six feet tall.

His enthusiasm was infectious. Tonya wondered what it would be like to go see a movie with him, but caught herself. It was easy for Priya to hang with these guys. She was a sophisticated Torontonian with artistic talent. Drake seemed friendly, but he probably already had a girlfriend.

Drake left the cluster of Ninjas to join Priya and Tonya.

“Man vs. Nature should open on Halloween,” Priya said. “I want to put it in the cemetery.”

Drake’s eyes lit up.

“Perfect for a horror movie!” Zain responded from among the Star Wars
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