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			1

			Light shifted over miscellaneous shapes and figures in the dark as a bare bulb swung overhead. Everything about the space was equally foreign and familiar. Dark, dank, musty. Dirt floor. Basement. But it wasn’t my basement. Vomit bobbed in my throat and I swallowed it back. Not my basement. His.

			Shelves of boxes and other basement things lined two of the four walls. To my right, the stairs that led to the foyer. Behind me, was him. I didn’t want to turn around. I’d seen only a glimpse of what lay inside the alcove in the far wall, and I damn sure didn’t want another look.

			I fought, screamed at my muscles to behave, but my feet moved against my will, slowly turning my body to face the hole. Fear closed my eyes, but the deed had been done. I didn’t have to see to know I was now facing the little dead thing head-on. Opening them meant seeing him. Really seeing him. In the swinging light, shadows cast over flesh-free bones and decaying roses. I refused; eyes clamped tight.

			My lids took on a life of their own and popped open. “No,” I cried and clapped my hands over my eyes. “No.”

			“Look,” a screeching old harpy demanded from somewhere unseen.

			I gasped and jerked away from her voice. Instinctively, my hands moved away from my eyes, and I scanned the space for her. Mommy Dearest. Mother. She was nowhere to be seen.

			Hands clenched into fists, on the defensive, I waited for her straggly head to pop up from nowhere like a textbook villain. The bulb swung and the light shifted. He was there. My wide eyes locked on and refused to look away.

			My worst nightmare appeared there in vivid color. All reds and browns. Even in the sporadic light, the highlights and shadows contrasted each other, popping from the alcove in a three-dimensional illusion.

			No, not an illusion. Reality. Fifteen-year-old bones clattered from the child-size space in the wall. A small hand, all tiny bones, reached out for me. Too scared to move, I stood there. Frozen.

			What did he want from me? What did any living dead thing want? Retribution? Vengeance? My eternal soul? Help? How could I help him? He was already dead. I couldn’t bring him back. His murderer was in jail and would, hopefully, stay there until she was rickety old bones herself. 

			Tattered fabric hung from his shoulders and around his ribs. The scene was horrendous—equally terrifying and heart-wrenching—but there I stood. Helpless.

			Andrew’s decayed body crawled slowly toward me, dragging roses, old and new, under his tiny frame.

			Tears flowed down my cheeks. “What do you want?” He reached, inches from me. “Andrew, how can I help you?” He reached, begging me in silence for help.

			I extended my arm and touched my warm fingers to his boney tips. A flash of white and the dead boy was full of life and color. A teeny version of my odd boy. All pale skin and floppy black hair. His dark eyes stared up at me.

			The bulb swung and light glistened on the endless black pools of his eyes, giving them life that shouldn’t have been there.

			“Andrew,” I breathed.

			His black eyes locked onto mine, he pleaded, “Save me.”

			A clambering thump shook the basement in a world-bending quake. My body jerked and my limbs flailed in retaliation. My lungs caught air and I pulled in a painful breath. My eyes flew open, and I blinked against offending brightness.

			“Shit.”

			I should have been used to seeing Andrew Shooster in my nightmares, but every morning was like the first.

			My Rubik’s Cube alarm clock glowed green numbers at me. I scowled and flipped the covers over my head.

			The familiar sound of Cassius’s long limbs scaling the trellis had penetrated my walls of sleep just moments before the old wood window frame creaked open at 8:52 on the dot.

			Cassius Shooster’s gangly leg flopped over my windowsill with a dream-ending thud. Twenty-three hours and fifty-eight minutes after I’d officially gotten home from the hospital.

			“You’re early,” I said groggily, rubbing drug-induced sleep from my eyes, beneath the sanctity of my aging quilt.

			“I do believe our watches are not synchronized.” I imagined Cassius curiously eyeing  the watch that may or may not have been on his wrist.

			Having been jarred to life by the thud of a baby giraffe climbing the lattice wall, my brain hadn’t fully recovered from the horrors of the night. Cassius’s oddities, though adorable in their own right, hurt my head that early in the morning. 

			A little piece of me didn’t want to move the covers and see his familiar, dark eyes. Ridding my mind of the vision of his dead brother was becoming harder as each day passed, and seeing him, no matter how I’d anticipated the moment for a full week, would certainly not help the matter. I couldn’t tell him that, of course. How do you even go about a conversation like that? Probably similar to the incredibly short conversation we’d had about my own death. Inappropriately timed and under duress.

			I flung the blanket off my head in time to watch him stride awkwardly to the foot of the bed. His endless dark eyes focused on my arm. Which hung snug against my body in an ugly blue sling; bandaged from elbow to shoulder in white gauze.

			Cassius’s mouth tightened until his lips were white from the pressure. The muscles along the outside of his jaw flexed, chewing on thoughts I couldn’t begin to fathom. His comically large Adam’s apple bobbed.

			I let a half grin pull one side of my mouth upward. “Wanna see it?”

			Snap, snap. “Yes, I do,” he said quickly, with a short, huffed breath.

			Sitting up hurt as much as lying down. If I’d been any younger, I’d have been forced to endure the pain with Tylenol. As it stood, the Vicodin was as weak as they made it and didn’t do much but knock me unconscious for half a day.

			My scrawny wing, bandaged like an injured bird, was tied up immobile to my body with that cumbersome sling. Drainage tubes had been removed the day before leaving the hospital. Which was unfortunate because I thought I looked like an android and was reason number eighty-six why I’d been disappointed when the hospital wouldn’t let Cassius visit. 

			I sat up and folded my long legs over each other. With one shaky hand, I lifted the strap of my sling over my surely matted bedhead and slid my arm out of the hole. Even though the wound was nearer my armpit, my arm would be bandaged from shoulder to elbow every other day, with an hour or so break between, until the end of time. Or six to eight weeks. It was painful, and I found it unnecessary as I was healing well—no oozing puss or blood to soil the bandages—but the doc said an infection could lead to losing my arm, which was something she was trying to avoid. Personally, I could live without the pathetic thing if it came down to it. As it was, I couldn’t use it anyway.

			“Mummy arm,” he breathed.

			Mom had just changed the bandage before bed and she’d be annoyed to redo it, but Cassius was worth the headache. I peeled back the tape from the white gauze and began unraveling the seemingly never-ending strip. It hurt. There was no other way to put it. The pain tugged at the back of my throat until I thought I might lose it all over my periwinkle sheets.

			Cassius towered over the top of me. His dark eyes focused on my every move. For someone supposedly so out of touch with the needs of others, he certainly grasped the concept of pain-face.

			“Are you going to vomit?” he asked, noticing my reaction.

			“No.” I shook my head. “It’s almost off.”

			Though he never asked me to stop, or expressed any notion of such a thing, he eagerly stood by, hands twitching at his sides, at the ready to aide me. Or snatch my arm up to get a closer look. Knowing what I did of Cassius Shooster, either was possible, and neither would have been unexpected.

			He sat on the bed beside me when the last inches of gauze peeled away, close enough to smell a new scent of cologne. Having not been in his presence for a week, I honestly missed his usual eau de Tide and Ivory soap, which was hidden beneath the saccharine-sweet perfume. I wondered if he liked it or if Heego had convinced him to wear it.

			It hurt to hold my arm outward. It hurt to hold it anywhere. I pulled a pillow from beside me and shoved it under my elbow. The muscles beneath my stapled skin had been ravaged by a searing hot scalpel to save my life. Well, try to save it anyway. There was still that pesky aggressive invader possibly lurking in the inner recesses of my body—the margins. They called it the margins. Whatever that is.  We’d know more in a week.

			My eyes closed unconsciously and I pulled in a deep, cleansing breath. I’d been told it could be months, even a year before the pain would go away. I’d also been told I was lucky to still have my arm. The expression on my pretty doctor’s face when she said it promised I wasn’t in the clear yet.

			The soft sent of soap hit me and I opened my eyes to Cassius leaning awkwardly over the top of me. His body hovered inches above mine while he tried not to touch or jostle me. His wavy, black mop tickled just under my nose.

			“Does your arm work?” he asked innocently.

			Not really. “It will eventually.”

			He let out a soft breath. “And the…” Snap, snap. He let the last word trail off with his snaps, but I knew what he meant. Cancer. And the cancer? Well, wasn’t that just the million-dollar question?

			I didn’t know how to answer him. He wasn’t stupid by any means. In fact, I wondered what his IQ might have been. But his understanding of the world, the things you learn just by getting up every day and living in it, was often hit and miss.

			When a moment passed and I still hadn’t responded, he looked up at me. Our faces inches from each other. My odd brooder, his solemn expression rarely changed, and unless you were as close as we were, his eyes were two endless pools of black ink. But at that distance, in that moment, they were glistening oil slicks filled with every color in the universe, begging for good news.

			I swallowed hard and gave him exactly what I would’ve wanted if the roles were reversed. “I don’t know.”

			His eyes shifted from mine to watch my mouth as I spoke. The tension was thick and comfortable, a welcome feeling like wool socks in the wintertime. Neither of us moved. Blinked. Breathed.

			I wasn’t one for romances, and I was pretty sure neither was Cassius, but I was beginning to get the strong impression our story was becoming one. Even if only in my own head. A tragic, suspenseful, possibly horrific, dark romantic comedy. 

			“Okay.” He sat up straight on the edge of my bed and stared at the wall. Anyone else would have had a million questions. They’d have coerced a conversation either to fulfill some sort of sick curiosity or because they assumed that’s what I needed. Not my odd boy. “I’d like to watch The Princess Bride.” And like that, it was done. He’d seen my arm. He’d asked his question. Life moved right along.

			“In,” I responded with a nod, welcoming the distraction from life and the lingering scent of putrid roses.

			He stood to fetch it from the shelf. The corners of his mouth turned up when he pulled the VHS tape out. We hadn’t been born when they went out of style, but they were still the best way to watch movies. There was something about the old clunky plastic cases that made me feel like I was watching it for the first time. Which was the only way Big Papa Penderhaus would have it. No one had ever called him that. That was stupid. Pretend that didn’t happen.

			“I have a meeting with San Dimas-high-school-football-rules on Tuesday.” Cassius walked across my room to the television on the left edge of my desk.

			My brain was still too furry to keep up with his subject change. “Oh.” I winced, tucking my arm back into the sling. “He was supposed to be here this afternoon,” I said through my teeth.

			“Your mother told him he had to wait until you could sit up on your own.” He turned to look at me. “I’m certain she would have mentioned it.”

			I grimaced at my mother’s selective oversight. For some strange reason, she’d been avoiding the Shooster subject for a week. “I’ve been regrettably out of the loop.”

			“You’re back now.” The relief in his voice did not go unnoticed.

			Most of me. “Do you know what he wants to talk about?” I resisted the urge to add “your parents or the sheriff?”

			He shook his head as he maneuvered the VCR with ease. “Heego said he’ll probably want to go over everything. Attic to basement.”

			“I thought they already searched your house and released it back to you.” Based on our one and only conversation since I’d been released from the hospital.

			“I don’t think you understand me sometimes, Prudence.” Hello, kettle, you’re black. “The sergeant wants to speak with me about what the police found. With what they’ve charged Andrew and Beatrice.”

			“Andrew?” Confusion spilled out in my tone and a flash of my make-believe memory of his brother clanged in my head.

			“That is my father’s name. Please keep up.”

			Oh. “Sorry.” I clamped my mouth shut, lips pinched between my teeth.

			Made sense. It had to have been hard for Cassius to say his dead brother’s name like it was nothing. Or perhaps his superpower was compartmentalizing.

			“According to Heego, I’m lucky the judge issued a $2 million bail for each of them. My fa—Andrew’s annual salary at MileStone GenTech is $126,000.” He brought his hands together, gently touching the tips of his fingers against each other. “He cannot afford that amount for bail, so they sit. They sit and think about what they’ve done to us.” His tone grew dark for a moment before the video began to play.

			“And the sheriff?” I asked, curiosity getting the best of me. “Do you think they found anything proving his connection?” 

			“I can only speculate.”

			“Brady Miles and Morgan Pennington stole something from the basement of your house that night on Halloween. Did anyone look into that?”

			Cassius’s expression shifted. “I don’t believe they did.” Proverbial cogs churned in his head as he thought over what could have possibly been in his basement. “Halloween night was chaotic. After the ambulance took you away, it only got worse. Sheriff Floyd tried to arrest me and Bonnie Templeton for trespassing. Then he threatened to fire Officer Heego. But Sergeant San Dimas threatened to arrest Sheriff Floyd if he didn’t leave the property.” He stopped talking for a few heavy breaths. “A sheriff’s department vehicle has driven in front of my house every night.”

			Elroy freaking Floyd could take a flying leap as far as I was concerned. “Has Heego offered up any ideas as to the future of this case? I mean, you are living with a deputy.”

			Cassius came to sit on the other side of my bed beside me. He first began to flop, then caught himself and sat slowly. I braced for impact regardless. The tension in my muscles zinged my arm with pain, and I cringed.

			Cassius quickly looked away from me. “Heego has offered ideas about many things, but few of them involve my future. Most of them just involve you.”

			A shallow breath caught in my throat and I choked. “Me?” I chuckled, but it was purely nerves.

			Cassius didn’t look in my direction, but his eyes grew wide. As though whatever their conversations had been, I shouldn’t be in on them. Guy stuff.

			“Shush,” he hushed me and pointed at a young Fred Savage on screen. Snap, snap.

			I’d let the girl advice go, but everything else would wait patiently on the surface of my mind. I wanted to be there for Cass’s meeting with Sargent San Dimas. I had some questions of my own. And now that I was, in part, conscious and aware, I had to give my statement about Halloween night.

			Whatever those two douche canoes took from the basement had to have been important. Elroy Floyd was a walking penis with a mustache and a gun, but he wasn’t stupid.  He sent those boys into Cassius’s basement for something particular. Likely something so incriminating he’d never explain it away. It’d been a week. He’d certainly destroyed it, whatever it was, by now. Aside from kidnapping and brute force, it was unlikely I would snake the information out of Brady or Morgan. To what extent I didn’t know, but Sheriff Elroy Floyd was involved in the murder of Andrew Shooster; I felt it in my gut. 

			How do you prove the sheriff of your town was an accomplice to a fifteen-year-old murder without actually having evidence? That question was the only one on the table.

			Well, that and how many more days did I have left in my young life?

			Oh, and who moved in to 19 Marigold Lane?

			But other than those three questions, the table was empty. Mostly.

			Who was I kidding? My life was more questions than answers, and the former was growing by the minute. 
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			“Bonnie, I really don’t need any hel—”

			“Trust me, yes you do.”

			Bonnie, best friend and pain in my ass, assured me that without mascara and eyebrows I was less than human. Admittedly, I hadn’t gotten up to look in a mirror in a few hours. And each trip to the bathroom had been painful enough without catching a glimpse of my haggard appearance, so I’d been avoiding the mirror entirely.

			“He’s already seen me, you know?” First thing that morning Cassius and I had spent three quiet, comfortable hours together until my mom sent him home for a while, claiming I needed a break. I didn’t. “It’s not like I’m going to wow him with my eyebrows.”

			She frowned, her face inches from mine, while she brushed pale brown powder on my nothing eyebrows. “Depends on the eyebrows.”

			“I said wow him, not scare him.”

			“Oh, peaches, if he wasn’t scared this morning, he’s got nerves of steel.”

			I scowled. “Thanks.” 

			Bonnie worked her brush around my expression. “I’m just being honest, babe.”

			“I’m dying, Bon. I don’t need honesty, I need fruition. The tying up of loose ends.” And I certainly had a ton of them.

			She stopped and looked me in the eye. “If you say that again, I’ll rip that arm off and beat you with it.”

			“It’s not untrue.” I shrugged.

			“I don’t need honesty.” Bonnie watched my face. Her mouth held tight, keeping back emotions. She’d never been good with that sort of thing. She went back to my brows in silence. And there we sat. Two secretly terrified friends, silent and unwilling to budge.

			Bonnie waved me to the mirror over my dresser a handful of silent minutes later. Cringing at my own reflection, I stared at two perfectly curved blondish arches. They did nothing to counteract the effects of the last two weeks.

			“Useless,” I whispered under my breath and turned away from the mirror.

			Bonnie leaned her knee against my handmade window seat, staring out the window that looked over Marigold Lane. “You can see his front gate from here,” she said softly, talking about Cassius.

			I nodded, then remembered she couldn’t see me and responded using my big girl words. “Yeah.”

			“All this time.”

			I let out a sigh. “All this time.”

			“What do you think it was like living in that house for nineteen years?”

			I stood behind Bonnie, looking out over her head at the front gate I’d looked right past most every other day for seventeen years.

			“Sometimes I think I want to know. Sometimes I want all of Cass’s memories instantly transmitted to my brain so I can understand him. Other times I’m thankful I don’t have those nightmares to haunt me.” I had my own nightmares to contend with.

			She scoffed. “It’s a damn miracle the kid turned out half as normal as he did.” She tilted her head side to side in contemplation. “Relatively speaking.”

			“Relatively speaking, we’re nowhere near normal.”

			Like a switch had been flipped, Bonnie slid her knee off the bench and turned to face me. “Do you have any taquitos?”

			I blinked at her a few times. “Are you high?”

			She swallowed suspiciously hard. “No.” Her expression changed in an instant, and she was back to busting my balls. “But with that busted wing, you could totally jump on the cannabis train.”

			“Ha, yeah, sure. Me? Stoned?” I imagined the possibilities. “Like a baby giraffe on ice.” I walked away from her and my somber window. “Come on, I don’t have taquitos, but I’m certain we have Eggos and Nutella.”

			“Prudence Penderhaus, how do you always know the ways to my heart?”

			“Practice, dear.” Bonnie, though a complex cavern of humanity, had a simple process of rationale and Nutella topped all lists. Every last one.

			“Well, you’ve cleaned up nicely,” Mom said when I shuffled into the living room in my floppy socks and sweatpants.

			“It’s eyebrows and mascara, Mom. Not exactly the MAC beauty counter.”

			She laid her book open over her lap. “A good set of eyebrows can change the world.”

			“See?” Bonnie agreed smugly.

			I hurt myself rolling my eyes at the eyebrow crew and flopped onto the center cushion of the couch with a subdued wince. It was the only place to sit safely without wrecking my arm.

			“So what’s up with your new neighbors?” Bonnie asked, stretching her legs from the couch to the coffee table to rest her toes. They landed half a foot short of mine and I held in a laugh.

			The word neighbors perked my ears and I eagerly sat up. “Why?” Cassius said he’d heard drilling. I’d sat in my window and watched for three hours as two men seemingly carried the same two boxes from the unmarked van parked on the street to the newly revitalized blue gingerbread Victorian two houses down.

			Bonnie shrugged, and her curly blonde hair flopped over her shoulders. “Heego said they’ve never actually seen anyone coming or going, but there was  a few days straight of some random drilling sounds coming from the house, then nothing.”

			“Until yesterday, when I watched moving men carrying the same box, one at a time, into the house for hours.”

			“The same box?” Bonnie raised a brow. “Was it the same box or a similar box?” I felt like Neo with the black cat. 

			“There’s a glitch in the Matrix.” Mom and Bonnie blinked at me. Cassius would have gotten it. “Might have been.” 

			“Prudence.” Mom was a disbeliever in anything odd. Dad had definitely been the Fox Mulder of the partnership.

			“Mom, it was essentially the same box. Same size, same color—well, brown obviously—same two men for three hours.”

			“How big was the box?” Bonnie asked, sizing up the situation.

			“Not human-sized, if that’s what you’re asking.” I held up a hand and scoffed. “One dead body is all Flintlock can handle, I do believe.” I maneuvered my one good arm and the lame limb to somewhat the size of the box. “Like this.” Bigger than a breadbox. Smaller than a body.

			“Head size,” Bonnie surmised and pulled her brows together. “No furniture?”

			I slowly shook my head. “Not a lamp nor La-Z-Boy.”

			“When did the sign come down? I didn’t even know they’d sold it.”

			I looked at Mom, hoping she knew. I’d been so preoccupied with Cassius I hadn’t noticed either way.

			“Well….” She started, stopping for a second to think it over. “I’m honestly not sure. The last few weeks have been a mess.”

			“It was definitely up the day I discovered Cassius,” I recalled.

			“He’s not a groundbreaking vaccine or anything, Prudence. You didn’t discover him,” Mom muttered from behind her book.

			I scrunched my powdered brows at her. She’d been slowly steering away from team Cassius ever since we were both thrown in the slammer. “Anyway, I remember thinking no one would buy that place if the yard and walk looked like the old thing was haunted by Mr. Horowitz.”

			“Yeah, it was beginning to contend with 17 as the creepiest house in Flintlock.”

			I nodded at Bonnie, a half-smirk tugging the corner of my mouth, but it swiftly fell. Cassius’s house had been the creepiest house in Flintlock for sure and with good reason. Uncovering a long-dead body in the basement skyrocketed it into the haunted house hall of fame. According to Mom, the news vans had slowed to a trickle before I came home from the hospital, but the night I’d headed out in the back of an ambulance had kicked off a twenty-four-hour barrage of local media. I had yet to see one, but the story was far from over.

			“Who would buy a house in that condition?” I asked around the lump in my throat that seemed to appear every time I thought about 17 Marigold Lane and all that entailed.

			“Barnabas Collins?” Bonnie suggested.

			“Mm.” I nodded. “Jerry Dandridge,” I countered, pointing lazily in Bonnie’s direction.

			“And his live-in carpenter?”

			I finished the quote in my head. That was a Cassius sort of conversation. Instead I said, “What’d’you think we’re gonna find in that basement?” I chuckled.

			Bonnie turned her head slowly to look at me. Her wide hazel eyes played over my face, searching for sincerity. I was in no condition for an adventure, certainly; but I’d heal, and when I did, there was nothing left to do but to live my life like it was my last day.

			“Why don’t you two jabberboxes walk down there and introduce yourselves?” Mom cut in, nose still in her book.

			Both our heads whipped around to look at Mom on the loveseat. “Are you out of your mind, woman?” Mom’s eyes shot up to mine in a scowl. “Sorry. But, seriously?”

			“What’s so crazy about being neighborly?”

			“Uh, did you not hear the head-sized box conversation we were just having? An uber-creepy house is sold, in the same week mind you, as the house right next door is on the news for a long-dead body in the basement, no one is seen going in or out, and there’s that pesky late-night drilling. Wes Craven couldn’t make this crap up, Mom. This is a clear setup for a solid thriller, possible horror, probable gorefest.”

			Mom lowered her book and raised her eyebrow at me. “Prudence, this is real life. The likelihood of something horrific coming of a new neighbor are… are as… uh—”

			“As high as a hidden boy and a buried body living right up the street? Because that happened. Not sure if you remember that or not.” Mom just stared at me with her head tilted slightly to the side. “Besides”—I held up my broken wing as best I could—“I’m a gimp. I’d never survive an attack.”

			She rolled her eyes daintily and lifted her book again. “I want you resting, but you’re not going to use it as an excuse to bury yourself in another mystery just like your father and shut out the world.”

			I laid my head back on the couch and let out a sigh. “But, Mom, I don’t like the world.”

			Bonnie laid back too and patted my leg. “It’s okay, pumpkin, the world doesn’t like you either.”

			Another sigh. “I know.” 
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			Consciousness was a fleeting thing. In and out. In and out. Without Cassius and Bonnie to keep me motivated, the exhaustion from healing mixed with the pain meds swept me quickly into dreamless sleep. It wasn’t real sleep. Not that deep, restful sleep that comes naturally when the sun goes down and your body has had its fill of humaning. It was shallow and in the end really only perpetuated my exhaustion. I did snore, however. Apparently.

			“You snore loudly, Prudence.”

			My eyes were hardly open and my brain, still foggy from sleep, refused to comprehend what I was looking at. I jarred awake, startled, shoving myself away from the thing beside me, and yelped both from pain and fear.

			“What. In. The Hell. Are. You. Trying to kill me?” I said, words stunted around panting breaths and raging heartbeat.

			His black eyes stared deep into mine. “Why would I do that?” Cassius, in his innocent glory, asked in a tone that questioned my sanity instead of his own.

			A heavy sigh wheezed from my lungs and out my nose. I closed my eyes, and in the span of a breath, I nearly fell asleep again. “I meant you scared the crap out of me.”

			He blinked rapidly a few times, winked one eye then the other, and snapped twice by his ear. “I’m not scary.” The corners of his pouty mouth turned down into a dejected grimace, and he looked at his big feet.

			“I know you’re not.” It hurt, it hurt like hell, but I sat up and patted the bed beside me. “Come here.” He followed my directive and sat gently on the edge of the bed, his back facing me. I half sighed half chuckled. “Turn around.” It felt bossy, but I doubted he’d have done it on his own.

			He turned his body just enough I could see the side of his face, but he kept his feet flat on the ground. I stared at the side of his head for a long minute. The muscles in his jaw flexed while he nervously chewed on the inside of his mouth. He was embarrassed. Or at least that’s what I figured. I was still learning the inner workings of Cassius Shooster, after all.

			“I’m not mad or anything.” He didn’t move. Not a twitch. “And you’re not scary.” Nothing. “Waking up to someone standing over my bed was scary.” Frozen in time. “I’m glad it was you,” I added quietly.

			He swallowed hard. “I’m sorry I scared you, Prudence.”

			I shrugged, and pain zinged me. “I’m better,” I reassured nonchalantly, glancing at the clock. Midnight. Shit. “Cass,” I said, and he looked at me over his shoulder. “What are you doing in my bedroom at midnight?” Silently, I prayed my mom didn’t come walking in. She’d have kittens seeing him there in my bed in the middle of the night.

			He looked away from me. “Is that bad?”

			I shook my head and shrugged, gentler this time. “No.”

			Slyly, I scooted around him, slinked off the bed and padded to the door. I listened for movement but heard nothing so I locked the door and went back to Cassius. This time sitting on the edge beside him.

			Wavy black hair veiled his face. “Weird?” he grumbled.

			“Nope.” I thought on it for a second. “It’s actually kind of normal. Most people our age are sneaking in and out of houses in the cover of darkness.” I patted his leg and he looked at me through his hair. “Congratulations. You’re normal.”

			He smirked and it crinkled his cheeks, the deep dimple on his left cheek—my favorite one—popped out and I smiled. “I know that’s not true.”

			“I know you’re new to this whole life thing, but trust me, plenty of our peers are off gallivanting about town doing lord knows what.” I stopped myself and snarled. “God, I sound like my mother.” I shook it off and moved on. “Anyway, you get the idea.”

			“Prudence.”

			I sighed back to life and looked at him. “Yeah?”

			“Are you normal?”

			Laughter burst from my throat before I could brace myself. I belly laughed for exactly three and a half seconds before I realized it was stupid and shuddered the laughter away. “In the whole of the universe, no. No, I’m not normal. In fact, on most social scales I’m not normal. Compared to literally every student at Flintlock high, I’m not normal.”

			“Except me.”

			I stopped my rambling to look at him. “Being normal is overrated. Everyone’s weird in some way. I guess we’re just okay with our weird.” 

			He let out a long sigh. I hadn’t disagreed with him. It would have been a lie. In the whole of Flintlock, there was one person weirder than Prudence Penderhaus and he was sitting on my bed at midnight chewing a hole in his cheek.

			After a long uncomfortable moment, I grabbed his chin on impulse and said, “Embrace your weird, kid. It’s why I love ya.”

			He stopped breathing. His chin still in my hand, his muscles flexed with a hard swallow. Black eyes searched mine. “Love?”

			I dropped my hand with a slap against my leg and stood too quickly. “Sure”—nervous chuckle—“you know, like, you’re a great friend and I love having you around. Love.” I paced between the bed and window. “I love… that you sneak into my room at midnight. I love that you know every word to The Princess Bride. I love that despite everything, you’re still a damn good human being.”

			I loved him. Like, really loved him. I was almost certain. Love was subjective after all, and having never truly felt it before, I didn’t have much basis, but the thought of nonexistent Cassius terrified me. In my book, that was love. My worry was, he had even less basis than I did. He’d said it once, screamed it in fact, while I was being loaded into the back of an ambulance. At the time, I only had the strength to flash a thumbs-up, but in the week I was in the hospital, it was all I thought about. Did he mean it? Did he even know what it meant to love someone? Could he know the difference between friend love and girlfriend love? I wondered if he clung to me because I was the first human to show him respect and kindness. It felt wrong somehow for me to pursue unaware of his depth of knowledge and understanding of love and what came along with it.

			“Prudence.” He stood up.

			I stopped pacing and looked at him wide-eyed. “Yeah?”

			He stared at me for a long time. Figuring me out. Dissecting my thoughts. Picking apart my every eye twitch. “Are you on medication?”

			A heavy breath puffed from my lungs, and I slumped with relief. “Yes. Lots.” I laughed.

			He laid a heavy hand on my good shoulder. “I think you should sleep.”

			I nodded. “I agree.”

			He turned from me and pulled the covers back on my bed. “I would like to make you eggs with milk in the morning.”

			He’s cooking now. Was he cooking before? “Sounds good. I’m in.”

			Silently, he stalked toward the window and slung one leg over the sill. I waited for him to look back at me or wave. But he didn’t. He slinked out the window and out of sight.

			I sighed heavily and sat gently on the edge of the bed. His life was upside down. Mine was on the verge of ending. We were caught up in a homicide investigation. And I was gut-deep in love. If I hadn’t been painfully boring my whole life, I’d think karma had a boner for me. 

			“Prudence.” Cassius poked his head through the window.

			I jumped and yelped and winced. In that order. “Yeah?” I replied breathily.

			“You are also a damn good human.”

			“Thank you.” 

			He nodded and backed out the window until just his eyes could be seen above the windowsill. “And I love you, too.” 

			Like magic, he was out of sight and scurrying down the trellis. I didn’t move for ten minutes. An unnerving grin spread across my face. I loved him. He loved me. Should have been simple. Clearly that karmatic boner meant nothing to the universe. 

		

	
		
			4

			I slept most of Monday. Waking only long enough to slurp a stack of syrupy pancakes and take a pain pill. Mom said I was healing and my body needed to shut down for a while. I was certain I’d done enough of that alone in a hospital bed, but apparently, my friends  popping in my window at midnight was counterproductive.

			I’d been awake and staring at my ceiling since midnight, having slept twelve straight hours, waiting for my boy to come tumbling through the window. He’d wanted to make me eggs, but I’d slept through his visit. Instead of waking me up, Mom sat and ate eggs with him. She brought me up some pancakes around noon when she decided it was feeding time at the zoo. He didn’t come.

			It had been Tuesday for all of three hours when all hell broke loose.

			I recognized Cassius’s bellowing voice echoing up the street from his corner house. Most of his words were distorted by the distance, but I picked up “You don’t belong here” and threw the covers from my body with my good arm, leaping from bed faster than I should have.

			I flung the curtains back and leaned on the window seat with both knees. Witching hour darkness swallowed the golden light from the streetlamp on the corner, leaving nothing behind but the warped reflections of light on wet asphalt.

			Cassius yelled again, and I finally caught movement at his front gate. His house was mostly obscured by the houses that sat between us, but his gate and the sidewalk in front were visible, in the light of day. In the middle of the night, I was lucky to make out his lanky silhouette. 

			A white van was parked on the street across from his house. The top looked like Ecto-1 with all its satellites and antennae.

			“Assholes.” I’d thought they’d tapered off completely. The scum. The leeches. The media.

			I bit inside of my lip and scowled at the scene. “Where’s Heego?” I whispered, breath fogging the chilled glass.

			“I said you don’t belong here,” Cassius growled, his rage carried houses away.

			“Screw it.”

			Arm hugged tight to my body, I raced out my bedroom door and down the stairs. It wasn’t until my bare feet hit the wet sidewalk I considered things like shoes, and pants. I screeched to a slick stop at the end of my walkway, desperately looking down at my naked legs. Shit.

			“Do you know how we handle little assholes in this house?” Cassius mimicked Mother’s shrill tone.

			My focus quickly turned toward the scuffle. Cassius held someone by their collar, feet dangling inches off the ground. Pants? Screw pants.

			Bare feet slapped dewy pavement, splashing hours-old rain over my toes. The November air sent prickly chills over my legs and up my back. I didn’t have time to stop and fuss over my pantslessness. Cassius was about to throw the little asshole across the street like a dart.

			I was passing Mr. Horowitz’s old place next door to Cass when I shouted, “Stop!”

			My voice echoed louder, more piercing than Cassius’s bellow. An upstairs light at 18 turned on. A snooping old face peered from a split in the curtains.

			“Cass,” I cried out. “Put him down.”

			I finally slowed and stopped a foot from the entanglement. Panting, I bent over, trying not to hurl pancakes. Looking up from under my lashes, I held up a wait-a-minute finger at the curious men staring down at me.

			“What—” Pant, pant. “—is happen—” Pant, pant. “—ing?”

			The man still dangled from Cassius’s grip, but they’d stopped arguing to watch me struggle to breathe.

			“Whoo.” I exhaled with a shriek, embodying Rick Flair circa 1984, and stood up straight with my good hand on my hip. “Wasn’t ready for that yet, I think.”

			“Prudence, are you dying?”

			Yes. “Not yet, kid.” I pointed a finger gun at him. He still held the little guy by his collar.

			“Prudence.”

			“Yeah?”

			“You aren’t wearing pants.”

			I glanced down at my glow-in-the-dark stems and bare feet badly in need of a pedicure. “No, no, I’m not.”

			“Can you get ahold of this guy?” Little Man begged me.

			I flashed Cass a look, but it changed nothing. He held tight. As far as I knew, the guy probably deserved it, but the neighbors were starting to watch from their windows, and my odd boy couldn’t use anymore bad press in Flintlock.

			“What’s up, Cass?” He didn’t correct me.

			“I want this man to leave.”

			“Trust me, I want to leave too. L-L-Let me go and I will.” He stammered in fear as though he was being attacked by a rabid lion and not a harmless kid who’d spent his life in a cage.

			“He was looking in the windows, Prudence. Just like the others.”

			The Ecto-1 van door slid open and another man got out with a camera on his shoulder. The bright light of the camera flipped on, temporarily blinding me. 

			“Turn that thing off,” I demanded, shielding my eyes from the light.

			“Take you long enough, Clarence?” said the man dangling from Cassius’s grip. 

			The cameraman peeked out from behind his camera. “Man, I thought I was gonna have to call the cops.”

			Cops. Sheriff Floyd. Crap. “No. You don’t need to call the cops.” I stepped around the cameraman and out of the light. “Cassius, go ahead and put him down.” He shook his head and gritted his teeth. I got as close as I could to his ear and said through my teeth, “They have a camera pointed at you. Do you want to be on the morning news?” Again.

			He let out a long, rumbling exhale and slowly lowered the reporter to the ground. His long fingers, intertwined in the cotton collar of the man’s polo shirt, gripped and flexed before finally releasing.

			“I don’t want them looking at me anymore.”

			I could only imagine how hectic it had been for him in the week I was gone. I had hoped Heego staved the vultures as best as his badge would allow, but a week was a long time, and as it appeared, Heego was gone for the night.

			“Look, whatever your name is, I get you have a job to do, I do, but this is his home. It is three in the morning. And he’s clearly recovering from some serious trauma. Don’t you think, maybe, you could be a human for just a sec and respect that?” My head swam, white specks popped in my vision. If I didn’t slow down, I’d be flat on the asphalt again.

			Standing just under my chin, the little man straightened his shirt collar and scowled up at me. “Look, kid, I got a story working here. There’s no human decency when it comes to the bottom line.” He pointed a finger up at me. “Come on, Clarence,” he ordered with a flick of his head.

			“Listen here, little small-town-cliché-reporter man, I see you or that van on my street again and I won’t have a problem making sure you never come back.”

			He laughed, one loud burst that echoed down the street, and flipped me off behind his head as he walked toward the Channel 17 News van parked in front of the Shaw’s.

			I seethed at his lackluster reaction, but my threat had been empty and weak anyway. What was I going to do? In the end, I was just a walking dead girl with a broken wing and a propensity for bad luck.

			We stood in silence, watching the two men get into their stupid looking van and drive away. The little man glared at me from the driver seat. I snarled and held up my own bird in his direction. Cassius leaned toward them, one big foot out in front for balance, and extended his monstrously long middle finger. If his intensity could have formed a projectile, he’d have blown that van to smithereens.

			Little Man’s hand and finger stuck out the window, flipping us off as they drove away. Cass and I didn’t waver and it was a battle of the birds until the van disappeared out of sight.

			“Dicks,” I said quietly. Cassius huffed, anger spilling off him like smoke from a doused fire. “Hey”—I put my hand on his arm—“they’re gone.”

			He shook his head. “No. They’re not.” He swallowed hard. “They’ll be back. They never leave. Just go where I can’t see them anymore.”

			Persistent much. “Has it been like this all week?”

			He huffed. “Some days, yes. Some days, no.”

			It’d been relatively calm on Halloween, the night I checked out, the day after Andrew and Mother were uncovered, after only a few camera crews showed up from the local stations. I didn’t recall seeing Channel 17, but that wasn’t saying much, the last few weeks had been somewhat of a blur.

			“Have you talked to any of them?”

			His black eyes finally moved to meet mine. “Of course not. I’m not stupid, Prudence. I know how this works.”

			I held my good hand up in surrender. He’d spent a lifetime watching the world on television. While his experience was mostly theory, I could believe he had a good idea of the world. Of course, everyone knows putting to practice knowledge you’ve only read in books or watched on TV is a far different animal.

			“What do they want?”

			He shrugged. “Me. Andrew. My parents. A look inside the house. There really is no end to their nonsense.” Snap, snap. Frustrated rage vibrated off him.

			I moved beside him, stuck my hand up his sweater sleeve and wrapped my cold hand around his clenched fist. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

			Almost eye to eye, he turned his head to look at me. “Prudence, you had an emergency. I understand.”

			I snort laughed. “Yeah, well, thanks.”

			He unclenched his fist and pushed long fingers between mine. “It was a terrible week, Prudence. I almost….” He didn’t finish.

			Our interaction had been stunted since I’d been home between my mom and my new sleep pattern. I’d gotten bits of information and filled in the rest with assumptions. “I thought Heego was here helping you get settled? You built me a bench. And broke the rose room.”

			He looked down at his shoes, twisting his mouth into a guilty frown. “I broke the rose room. Heego didn’t help me. Not at first. I broke it because I hate her. I broke everything in that room because I wanted it to be her. Heego was just… there,” he admitted, eyes focused on his feet.

			I felt some vindication in knowing he envisioned Mother’s face when those ugly ceramic things shattered to a million pieces. “That’s okay, Cass. I mean, you’re kind of owed a meltdown after everything.”

			“Meltdown.”

			“Yeah, you know, hitting your breaking point. Finally having enough.” 

			“I know what a meltdown is, Prudence. I’m autistic, it’s what I do.”

			“I’m sorry, thought that, you know…. Last I knew you didn’t….”

			“I googled  it.” 

			“Google? That’s great. You have access to the world, Cass. That’s major.” It was a relief to know Heego had at least brought the spook house to the twenty-first century. 

			“I googled a lot of things about me, Prudence.” He sighed. “My mother called it something else. Meltdowns.”

			I could only imagine what his mother had called his sensory overload. I wanted to scream into the sky for him. Ask why for him. Shake my fist at the gods for him. Instead, I came up with the classic line, “Every day
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