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      Life was simpler before the ghosts showed up. In the B.G. (Before Ghosts) era, twelve-year-old Zephyr Stone thought her biggest challenge would be enduring a boring, three-day weekend at her Grandma June’s house in the boonies of southern Virginia. A house with no Wi-Fi and no cell service, which left her pretty much stranded in the middle of a cyber desert beside the creepy, drippy, aptly named Great Dismal Swamp.

      After goodbye hugs and see-you-Sunday kisses, Zephyr’s parents dropped her off at her grandma’s house Friday morning. She spent the day helping Grandma June prepare enough food to feed a hungry army, even though it was just going to be the two of them and Zephyr’s dog, Sam. At least her grandma hadn’t said it was to fatten her up. Zephyr was getting tired of grown-ups reminding her of how thin she was compared to her height. It wasn’t like she didn’t eat. She ate all the time!

      That evening, she stuffed herself with the fruits of their day’s labor and carried the used dinner dishes to the kitchen sink before bending down to hug her grandma goodnight. At five-foot seven, she actually stood several inches taller than Grandma June, who often described herself as vertically challenged and horizontally gifted.

      “Goodnight, sweetheart,” whispered her grandma, squeezing her tight then letting go and stepping back to look up into Zephyr’s emerald-green eyes. “I’m so glad you and Sam came for a visit while your folks are away at their meeting in D.C.”

      Zephyr smiled. “Me too, Grandma.”

      Heading down the hall to her dad’s old bedroom, Zephyr followed Sam, his beagle-belly bulging with “accidentally” dropped morsels as he trotted ahead, ready for his own good night’s sleep. Closing the door behind her, Zephyr upended her travel bag onto the bed. She took quick stock of everything she’d packed and began to organize, stuffing her clothes in a drawer and placing her Nintendo Switch and stack of games on the desk. Reaching into the bag’s side pocket, she pulled out a large envelope addressed with her name.

      Seeing her best friend Lorie’s messy scrawl on the envelope, Zephyr shook her head, her mouth curling into a sideways grin. Since Lorie’s bicycle chain had broken a couple of weeks ago, she’d asked Zephyr if she could borrow her bike for the Friday-to-Monday fall break weekend while Zephyr was in “swamp prison.” Zephyr had found the envelope just after sunrise earlier that morning when she’d leaned her bike against the canoe rack behind Lorie’s house.  Now, as she pulled out the two items Lorie had left in the envelope, Zephyr experienced the same reactions she’d had when she’d first discovered them.

      She giggled again at the sheet of paper completely covered with the words “Thank you,” written multiple times in every color ink imaginable. The second item, though, sent a strange, shivery, electric sensation prickling up her spine, just as it had that morning when she’d first seen it. A long, white plume with a second note from Lorie attached to the base of the quill quivered in her hand as she reread the note.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Lorie hadn’t had any way of knowing that Zephyr had actually been awakened the night before by a silver light streaming through her white curtains. Gazing down now at her sleeping dog, she recalled how Sam’s tricolored coat had gleamed metallic in the luminous glow. Her room had been so bright, she’d wondered at the time if their neighbor had put up some kind of new security light.

      Zephyr had rolled out of bed and pulled her curtain aside to investigate the source of the light. Rather than finding an irritatingly bright security light mounted on her neighbor’s house, she had instead seen a fat moon, gleaming in the sky directly above the canal behind her North Carolina Outer Banks home. The moon’s beams had reflected on the dark water that flowed all the way to the Albemarle Sound. And there, perched on their dock railing in the center of the moon’s spotlight, had stood a snowy-white great egret. It had been strange to see it there instead of roosting in a tree for the night.

      She remembered how she’d watched as the tall bird had unfurled its five-foot wingspan and had basked in the moonlight, as birds normally did in the warmth of the sun. Then, tucking in its wings and bending its long black legs, the egret had leapt into the night sky and soared in a wide circle above the canal. Zephyr had watched, mesmerized, but then had instinctively ducked as the bird’s graceful arc sent it flying toward her window. Just at the last moment, though, when she had been sure it would come crashing through, the egret had pulled up and disappeared overhead like some kind of feathered, nocturnal, crop-dusting plane.

      After slipping Lorie’s gifts back into the envelope, Zephyr shook off the odd, tingling sensation she felt and pulled out her ponytail band, releasing her bright-red hair to fall down her back, nearly to her waist. Squinting at her reflection in the dresser mirror, she wondered if it was time to get a haircut. A summer’s worth of freckles, not yet faded with the shorter autumn days, stared back at her.

      Grandma calls them angel kisses. Huh. Must be a whole lot of angels assigned just to me, then.

      Zephyr changed into her nightgown and fell into bed beside Sam. “I wonder how Mom and Dad are doing at their business conference,” she whispered to her snoring dog. “I bet they’ve got internet. And cable. And good cell phone service.” Sam did not dignify her grumbling with a response. Breathing a sigh she felt from her toes to her nose, she closed her eyes and dropped like a stone into sleep.

      After what felt like only moments later, a high-pitched half moan, half wail startled Zephyr awake. She lay still, eyes wide, listening. Silence. Maybe just some super-realistic dream had woken her up, she thought, trying to make sense of it. But then…

      Scratch, scratch, scratch.
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      Either Grandma June had some really big mice or else it was–Zephyr rolled onto her side facing the bedroom door–yep. It was just Sam.

      She sighed. “Geez, Sam, really? I knew I should have taken you out one more time before we went to bed.” She pushed herself up on one elbow. “OK, keep your spots on. Let me get my shoes.” As Sam thumped his tail in response on the hardwood floor, Zephyr found her sneakers and jacket and slipped them on. “OK,” she whispered, zipping up her coat over her nightgown. “Now stay quiet. We don’t want to wake up Grandma.”

      When she opened the door, Sam made a beeline for the kitchen and slurped up a few gulps of water from his bowl before trotting over to the back door. In the soft illumination of the stove’s nightlight, Zephyr saw Sam’s body wagging from nose to tail. Her fingers fumbled as she tried attaching the leash clamp to the ring of his collar, but his enthusiastic wriggling made it next to impossible to get a good grip.

      “Hold still!” she rasped into his floppy ear. Sam sat down on her foot as his tail whomped against the tile floor. “OK, now focus on what we’re going out there for. I want to get back to sleep before the sun comes up!”

      Zephyr unlocked the door and pushed it open to a world she’d never seen before. A glowing, white mist enveloped the backyard. The fog was so thick, she couldn’t see where the grass ended and the forest began. She breathed the cold moisture into her lungs, feeling little separation between the inner world of her body and the outer world around her. As she turned to push the door shut, it seemed Sam could wait no longer, because he suddenly performed one of his infamous beagle bolts. Distracted by the otherworldly atmosphere, Zephyr had not been prepared for that particular canine maneuver and watched as the dog leash flew from her hand, and Sam raced away into the misty whiteout.

      “Sam!” she called, her voice small and flat against the cottony air. “Come here!” she demanded as she stepped away from the comforting solidity of the house and into the swirling whiteness. Within a few footsteps, she could no longer see the house at all. “Sam! Where are you?” Following the muffled jingle of his dog tags, Zephyr strode forward, irritation warming her against the cold night. She didn’t know which annoyed her more; Sam, or her own neglect in not having walked him after dinner.

      “Come on, Sam! Get back–” Her foot caught on something and she sprawled face forward onto the damp ground. For a few moments she lay in stunned stillness, feeling the mist prickling her face and moisture from the ground seeping into her clothes. Pushing herself up, she staggered to her feet and brushed brown, decaying leaves from her coat and bare legs. Her hair hung damp and dark against her face. Tucking the slick, red strands behind her ears, she felt the heat of anger drain away like a receding tide, replaced by the creeping chill of anxiety.

      “Please Sam, you’re scaring me now.”

      From behind her, a rustling caught her attention and she whirled to face it. Nothing. Spinning back toward the fading tinkle of dog tags, she realized she was completely disoriented in the milky fog. A cold breeze whispered across the top of her head, raising the hairs on the back of her neck. Zephyr folded her arms, hugging them close to her body. A muffled beating of the air swept by her ear as something brushed against her cheek. Leaping sideways, she nearly fell back down into the wet carpet of leaves. What was that? A bat? An owl? Arching one arm over her head and stretching the other ahead of her, she inched forward.

      Oh Sam, she thought miserably. Where are you?

      Straining her ears for any sound of her dog, Zephyr continued in what she hoped was the right direction, stepping carefully across the slippery leaf bed beneath her increasingly damp sneakers. Then–sploosh–she sank ankle-deep into a puddle. Ick! Just what I needed! Pulling her foot from the sticky mud, her skin crawled as a curving ripple slithered through the water away from her.

      “Ach!” she screamed. A snake! A snake! Maybe a cottonmouth!

      Zephyr stumbled backward, bumping into a tree trunk. Grasping it for support, she worked at controlling her shallow, rapid breaths. Passing out is not an option, Zephyr! Using her drama teacher’s calming method to ease the hyperventilation of stage fright, Zephyr closed her eyes and focused. With each inhalation, she pulled air in through her nose, filling her lungs and expanding her abdomen, then slowly exhaled through her slightly parted lips. After several shuddering breaths, she began to feel her respiration and heartbeat return to something a little closer to normal. Stepping away from the tree, she kept her eyes on the ground, hoping to avoid the nightmare contact of murky swamp water.

      “Sam! Come on, boy!” Although her dog couldn’t see any better than she could through the blanketing mist, she knew his sense of smell was about fifty thousand times stronger than hers and he should be able to track down her scent. Unless this wet air interferes with that particular canine superpower…

      Zephyr clapped her hands. She thought the vibration of clapping might carry better than her voice, which was getting progressively weaker and softer as her anxiety rose, effectively clamping down her vocal cords.

      Clap, clap, clap! Clap, clap, clap!

      She stopped suddenly and listened. Somewhere, maybe to her right, she thought she heard a knocking, like someone hitting a stick against a hollow log.

      Clack, clack, clack! Clack, clack, clack!

      Then silence. With a deep intake of breath, she realized the sound was a perfect imitation of her clapping.

      “Is somebody there? I can’t find my dog!” She clapped again.

      Clap, clap, clap!

      Within a heartbeat, she heard the responding clack, clack, clack, but this time, the following silence was punctuated by a childlike giggle. Zephyr froze in place. Grandma’s stories about cypress knees turning into dancing wood elves at midnight shot through her mind.   When Zephyr had been little, the knobs of wood poking out from the mud and water surrounding the tall cypress trees were kind of scary looking to her. Some were almost as tall as her four-year-old self had been. Grandma June had tried to make her feel better by telling her a local legend about the knobs, known as knees, actually being little wood elves. She remembered now that it hadn’t actually made her feel much better.

      No. Cypress knees are just skinny cones of wood jutting up from the roots around cypress trees. Not stupid elves, she told herself firmly, pulling her focus back to the present.

      Clack, clack, clack!

      The sound grew louder and closer, although she still had no idea which direction it was coming from. Another giggle erupted at the end of the clacking. It also sounded closer, but less childlike this time—more like an adult mimicking a child. Zephyr stuck her trembling hand into her coat pocket to retrieve her cell phone but, touching the empty cloth bottom, remembered she’d left it plugged into the charger inside the house. It probably would have been useless out here anyway.

      She heard a low, half-hearted growl rumble ahead of her. “Sam? Is that you?” Or is that a bear? A fresh chill washed over her. Then a familiar whine floated toward her through the mist. “Sam! It is you! Where are you, boy? Come! Come to me!”

      Crazed giggling tittered beside her and Zephyr ran blindly forward. Got to be some kind of weird frogs. Weird, giant, Great Dismal Swamp frogs! Pushing away the bizarre image of wood elves or gigantic frogs, she stumbled toward the whimpering she prayed was coming from Sam.

      Clack, clack, clack…clack, clack, clack. The beating stick was joined by several others, all striking in different rhythms. Clack, clack, clackity, clackity, clack, clackity.

      More snickering voices joined the first one. Zephyr felt as if she were trapped in some kind of horrible, swampy, carnival funhouse. She pressed her palms over her ears and the outward sounds faded a little, but the pounding pulse of her heartbeat continued to hammer inside her head. Tears squeezed from Zephyr’s tightly clamped eyes as she crouched down close to the boggy earth. Then, all went quiet. Not a clack, not a giggle, not a growl, jingle, or whimper. Only the whooshing rhythm of her own blood pumping through her veins.

      Zephyr slid her shaking hands away from her ears and stood back up. A baying yowl bugled a few yards away. If she hadn’t known better, she would have been certain some horrific swamp creature was attacking Sam. But she was flooded with relief, knowing that bloodcurdling half yodel, half bark was his normal response to something exciting, not terrifying.

      “Sam!” Zephyr saw a slight disturbance in the mist ahead of her. “Sam! I’m here, boy!”

      Sam continued his maniacal wailing, making it easy for Zephyr to locate him. Just as his howl dropped back to a whimper, Zephyr saw him and rushed to embrace his quivering body.

      “Oh, Sam! Thank God I found you!” She hugged him close, kissing the top of his head. “Don’t you ever do that again!” she cried, as tears streamed down her face, sliding onto his damp hair. “Sam?” she said, realizing he was still whimpering and not greeting her with his usual enthusiasm. “What is it, boy?” she asked and followed his unwavering gaze into the distance.

      A tiny luminous point of soft green light glowed through the white mist. What is that? The light grew larger. Its rays, diffused in the mist, formed an outer halo around its center. Zephyr took a step backward gripping Sam’s leash in both hands. He sat unmoving, solid as a rock, staring at the light. Maybe it was somebody with a flashlight. Maybe Grandma June had seen they weren’t in their room and sent someone out to find them. Maybe it was her grandma.

      “Grandma! Is that you?” Silence hung as thick as the mist around them. “Grandma? We’re over here!” The light grew closer, but no one called back. Zephyr tried to pull Sam away, but the beagle wouldn’t budge.

      “Hello? Who’s there?” Zephyr’s hands shook as she reached down, grasping him by his collar and tugging. “Come on, Sam! This doesn’t feel right. We need to move!” His response instead was to lie down on his stomach, head up, ears pricked forward, eyes staring at the ever-enlarging light. Then Zephyr heard a quiet sound break the stillness.
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      It was a familiar sound but in this strange, misty world, it took Zephyr a moment to remember where she’d heard it before. She closed her eyes as she knelt beside Sam, listening to the subtle sloosh followed by the gentle splatter of water drops. Then, it came to her. It was a memory of sound from the last time she and her dad had gone canoeing together. They’d pushed off from their dock at first light, paddling a canoe down the canal and into the quiet sunrise of Albemarle Sound. The memory calmed her a bit as she listened to the comforting, familiar sound of the water being smoothly sliced by a paddle and cascading back to its source.

      Not knowing where she’d go or how to hide anyway, Zephyr decided to hold her ground as she opened her eyes and looked up, still clinging to Sam. Out of the mist, an even brighter whiteness bloomed behind the green light. Crystal water drops glittered in the light as they pattered down in a steady rhythm, a rhythm driven by the steady beat of a paddle slipping into water. But how could that be? The trees were too dense, and the water was far too shallow near Grandma’s for a canoe. No way I could have walked all the way to Lake Drummond looking for Sam. That’s miles away!

      Zephyr shook her head as she saw the outline of a shimmering white canoe, followed shortly by the sight of a paddle dipping and pulling up luminous water. Gradually, two slender hands appeared, one gripping the shank of the paddle and the other pushing down from the grip. The glowing canoe slipped ever closer as the green radiance materialized into a lantern filled with light the color of frosty, green sea glass. Now she could see the hands extended from bare, slender arms that gleamed ivory in the ethereal glow.

      Two more strokes brought the unearthly canoe within a few yards of Zephyr, then the paddle was pulled from the water as the boat glided several feet to a stop. Zephyr squinted. The canoe wasn’t floating on a body of water at all. It was floating on a ribbon of mist. The paddle rested across the lap of a young woman wearing a snowy-white suede tunic, with long fringe hanging from the edges of her shoulders and knees. As the canoe slipped nearer, the woman’s form grew a bit more solid, although the filmy air still blurred her outline as though she wasn’t completely emerging from that translucent world. Peering closer, Zephyr saw that a necklace of seashells encircled the woman’s swan-like neck, and white feathers peeked out from her waist-length, black hair.

      Zephyr stared in disbelief. I’ve got to be dreaming. This can’t be happening. The woman’s large, almond-shaped eyes met her gaze. In those dark eyes, Zephyr saw a mixture of tenderness and sadness that clutched her heart and, although she was still shaken by the overall strangeness of the situation, she also felt relieved of some of the fear that had gripped her so tightly. Glancing down at Sam, she saw he was alert but calm. None of his alarm signals had been set off by this surreal vision.

      The woman extended her arm forward, palm up, delicate fingers gently curved. “Please. Can you help me?” she said, her soft voice colored by an unfamiliar accent.

      Help you? I thought I was the one needing help. Zephyr swallowed hard, trying to pull words from her constricted throat. “I don’t know. We’re lost, ourselves.”

      “I am not lost,” the woman said, smiling. “But,” and her smile dissolved, “my child is lost from me. I have been searching for him for so very long.”

      “Oh wow, that’s awful! How old is he?”

      A frown of concentration creased her wide forehead. “I think my husband would say he is two years.”

      Ignoring the oddly worded response, Zephyr asked. “Is your husband out here searching too?”

      The woman drew in her lips and closed her eyes. After what seemed a lifetime, she opened her eyes and spoke as a tear glistened down her cheek. “No. He has gone away. I have not seen him since before our baby was born.”

      The heat of sudden anger flared within Zephyr. “What? He just left you? What kind of man is that?”

      The woman shook her head. “No! He is a very kind man. He only left because my father made him leave, and we did not know I was with child. You see, my husband is not like me. He is English. We were married in secret and my father threatened to harm us both when he found out. My people are of the Nansemond tribe who moved west to the Nottoway. The other Nansemond, the ones who married the English and took on their ways, live here by the great swamp.”

      What? What century is this? The eighteenth? She can’t be talking about modern times. Zephyr looked at the woman’s clothing. Wait a minute. Could she be…could this be… “Um, wh-when were you married? What year was it?”

      The woman’s face brightened. “Thomas taught me some of your ways and how to speak English. My people do not measure time in the same way as you, but he told me we were married in the year 1702.”

      Zephyr felt her brain imploding and all the air escaping from her lungs. She shook her head, realizing her unbelievable suspicion must be true. A ghost! She was standing face-to-face with a real, live ghost! She wrapped her arms around Sam’s comforting warmth as the apparent apparition continued.

      “He said we would celebrate our marriage each year on the date we were joined. Only,”—and her smile faded away once more—“I do not know when the day comes, and he is not here to tell me.”

      Sadness swirled around them like the mist, overshadowing the eeriness. Despite the supernatural circumstances, Zephyr found herself asking a perfectly natural question. “How did your son get lost?”

      The ghostly figure sat up straighter and leaned forward. “When my little Ahanu was old enough to walk, but not yet speak many words, I took him to visit my cousin who lives with her English husband near the swamp. On the way, I grew very tired and the sun was so warm. I lay down by the great lake and closed my eyes to rest. I did not mean to, but I fell asleep, and it was not until the coolness of the setting sun that I awoke and saw that my little boy was gone.” She covered her face with her hands and rocked from side to side.

      Zephyr didn’t know what to say to a ghost who’d been searching for her lost child for over three hundred years. “I’m so s-sorry,” she stammered. That sounded pretty lame and inadequate, but she was at a loss for words. She tried to think of something, anything else, to say. “Um…my name is Zephyr. What’s your name?”

      The ghost lowered her hands, placing them back onto the paddle still resting in her lap. “My name is Kanti.”

      “That’s a really pretty name. Oh, and my dog’s name is Sam.”

      “You gave him a name? A name like a person?” Kanti smiled. “I like that,” she said, the hint of sweet laughter in her voice.

      “He’s very good at tracking things down. We can look for Ahanu—if we ever get out of this fog.”

      Am I actually telling a ghost my dog can sniff out another ghost? Oh well, it’s the thought that counts, they say. And maybe I’ll wake up at Grandma’s and realize this is all a dream. Or…wake up in a hospital because I’ve lost my mind.
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      “Thank you, Zephyr!” said Kanti. “No one has ever really helped me before. Some said they would, but once we parted, I never saw them again.” Looking down at her lap, she continued, “And, it seems, my time of seeking help is nearly gone. It is all so strange but, tonight, a woman appeared before me as though she had come from the mist itself. She told me I must be at peace by the time of the next full Beaver Moon.”

      Raising her eyes back to Zephyr’s, she said, “If I am not, I must continue searching on my own with no help from anyone else ever again.” Kanti’s smooth brow creased and she shook her head. “I do not understand why this is so, but I know in my heart that it is, just as I know I only find people, like you, during nights near a full moon.”

      Zephyr frowned. “That’s not fair! You’re his mother. You should be able to get all the help you want finding him.”

      Kanti smiled. “You are kind, like Thomas, and I have a gift for your kindness. On the shores of the lake, there is a tree stump shaped like a great flying bird. Reach inside and you will find the coin Thomas placed there in honor of our love. I hope you can find Ahanu and bring him to me but, even if you cannot, I want you to have the coin. It is all I have to offer you.”

      A glowing, gray-striped head popped up from behind Kanti and Sam whimpered.

      “A cat!” cried Zephyr. “You have a cat!” A ghost cat?

      Kanti grinned and nodded. “Our people do not keep cats, like the English do, but this one leapt into my boat as I was searching for Ahanu, and he has been good company to me.”

      Zephyr hugged Sam closer to her. “I understand. I don’t know what I’d do without my dog.”

      The ghost cat’s white-tipped tail flicked from side to side as he placed his gray paws on the rim of the canoe. Zephyr felt Sam’s muscles tensing. “It’s OK, Sam. He’s just a cat. Just like our neighbor’s that you love to play tag with...sort of...”

      An excited beagle yodel burst through the quiet stillness and Sam bolted from Zephyr’s embrace straight for the spectral canoe. The cat sprang from the boat just as Sam jumped toward the phantom feline.

      “No, Sam!” cried Zephyr, watching in horror as the cat’s shimmering spirit flew straight into her dog’s body as Sam leapt through the air and into the canoe. Suddenly, there seemed to be two Sams and no cat; one was standing solidly on the swampy ground and one was swaying in the canoe. With their soul-deep bond, Zephyr knew the real Sam was the one trying to find his balance in the otherworldly boat. Glowing now like the cat had been before, Sam shook himself as though he were trying to shake off water.

      “Sam!” called Zephyr, running toward the canoe. “Come on, boy, come back!”

      Kanti raised her hand, palm forward. “No, Zephyr! You must come no closer or you will not be able to return home.”

      “But, Sam!”

      Sam stared wide-eyed through the mist at Zephyr and whined. He placed a glimmering paw on the side of the canoe, then pulled it back. Feeling a feline-like bump against her leg, Zephyr looked down at the creature who looked like Sam, but was no longer really her dog, staring up at her. “Help me fix this,” she pleaded with Kanti.

      Kanti placed her hand on Sam’s back, and though he still gazed at Zephyr with longing eyes, he appeared to grow calmer and his pitiful whimpering stopped. “If you can discover what has happened to my child, I will be able to return for your answer. Sam will stay with me until then, when he and Cat may be able to exchange their spirits back. Now,” she said, placing the paddle blade into the billowing mist, “I must go. May all the spirits of the earth and air guide and protect you, Zephyr.” She smiled softly. “I will take good care of Sam, and I know Cat is safe with you.”

      Tears welled in Zephyr’s eyes and spilled over onto her cold cheeks. “Don’t worry, Sam. I’ll find out what happened to Ahanu and I’ll be back for you.” She wiped her hand across her eyes. “You be a good boy,” she whispered, the words choking in her throat.

      Sam’s spirit whimpered softly as the shimmering canoe floated backward away from her. Rising unsteadily to her feet, she watched until the canoe faded and only a small green dot penetrated the mist. Then it blinked out of sight like a firefly turning off its light for the night.

      She looked down at the cat trapped in her dog’s body. “What do I even call you?” she asked. “Sam? Cat? Both?” Zephyr felt a ragged sigh fill her shaky body. She reached down and stroked the soft beagle head. “How about I call you Scat, or maybe Scam.” The familiar brown eyes gazed up at her with an unfamiliar inner light. “Scam. How about that? Scam work for you?” The black nose rubbed against her hand. “Scam, it is.” Zephyr raised her eyes and looked into the enveloping mist. “Now what?”

      A beating of wings startled Zephyr and she looked up quickly just as a large, white egret flew up from behind them. As she turned around to watch it soar away, she noticed the mist dissipating with each stroke of the great wings. “Come on, Scam. Follow that bird!” The egret soared low overhead, trailing silvery moonlight in its wake. Zephyr gripped the dog leash and ran to keep up.

      Within a few moments, they arrived at Grandma’s back door. Zephyr looked up to see the bird circle once above them before it flew off into the night. Just as she lowered her eyes, she noticed a glistening white feather floating down. It landed softly on the ground directly in front of her. She stooped to pick it up, then gratefully opened the door into the welcoming warmth of her grandma’s kitchen.

      “Keep quiet,” whispered Zephyr as they stepped inside.

      Scam went straight for the water bowl, gulping the water so loudly that Zephyr was sure it would wake up Grandma.

      Huh. He knew right where to find it. He must have some of Sam’s memories.

      When he finally lifted his head, water streaming from his muzzle, Zephyr tugged the leash and led him to their room. After pulling off her wet sneakers and hanging her coat over the back of a chair, Zephyr exchanged her damp nightgown for a long T-shirt and fell into bed beside an already curled-up Scam. She placed her hand on his back and felt a rhythmic rumble.

      “Oh, my gosh. Are you purring?” Zephyr asked him, before shaking her head and closing her eyes. She wondered if she’d even be able to get back to sleep, but the physical and emotional exhaustion of the night’s adventure plunged her into an immediate, deep slumber.
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      The smell of frying sausage worked its way from Zephyr’s nostrils to her brain, demanding attention. Opening her eyes, she saw the bedside clock’s red digits announced that the time was 9:05 a.m. She stretched her arms overhead and yawned. Wow. That was some dream last night. She shook her head as she sat up on the edge of the bed. Zephyr smiled when she saw Lorie’s feather resting on the desk, deciding that must’ve been what had triggered her dream in the first place. Hmm. I thought I’d put it back in the envelope, though.

      She felt the tiny hairs on the back of her neck prickle as she reached for the envelope that was sitting beside the lamp. She slipped her finger under the flap and peeked in. There, she saw Lorie’s rainbow-colored thank-you note and…another white egret feather. She looked at the sleeping, brown and white-spotted form nestled within the blanket. The second feather could only mean one thing – she hadn’t been dreaming at all.

      Oh, Sam.
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            Telling Grandma

          

        

      

    

    
      “Everything alright, honey?” asked Grandma June, peering at Zephyr over her reading glasses as she cradled her warm tea mug in both hands. “You’re mighty quiet this morning.”

      Zephyr looked up from her plate, its blueberry pancakes swimming in hot butter and maple syrup. Should she tell her what had happened? Would she be upset? Would she think her granddaughter was nuts? Zephyr lowered her head and swallowed a mouthful of blueberry goodness to give herself time while she decided how to respond. She glanced back up across the round kitchen table at her grandma’s concerned expression.

      “I’m OK. I just didn’t sleep very well.”

      “Oh, I hope that mattress hasn’t gotten too soft or lumpy. It’s been a while since anyone’s slept on it. And I know it’s often hard to get to sleep the first night in a different place. I always have trouble the first night myself. Maybe–”

      “No, Grandma. The bed’s very comfortable and I got to sleep just fine. I even got back to sleep really fast, after…”

      Grandma June tilted her head to one side and set her mug down in the middle of the daisy design on her placemat. “After?”

      Zephyr drew in her breath and gazed at the buttery sunlight filtering through the white lace curtains framing the kitchen window. Everything looked so cozy. So...normal.  She exhaled her reply. “After Sam got loose outside.”

      Her grandma looked sharply toward the corner where
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