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To our Spirit Squad:

Pete, Stuti, Danielle, and Dainese!

Thank you for being in our corner.
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GUARDIANS’ TOOL KITCompiled by the Fierce Four





	Raveena Gill President

	Aiko Tanaka VP, Promoter

	Lillian Baxter Treasurer

	Blair Ricci Secretary





	
    Hey, fellow Guardian! If you’re reading this, it probably means you need help guiding a spirit to the afterlife. No biggie. My tip? Make sure a spirit gets out all their unresolved issues, or they might never move on.

	
    Spirits are totally misunderstood. Like, imagine getting to see beyond the veil and on to the other side. It’s kinda on my bucket list.

    Oh, and advice-wise? Binge-watch Short Island Medium. It’s fifteen seasons of pure gold… and counting!

	
    Spirits have an electrical charge that can be harnessed for lots of cool things. Powering an old rotary phone, for instance! But beware—if you’re not careful, the charge could cause an electrical fire just like the one at City Hall back in ’75…

	
    Did you know slime-like objects slow spirits down significantly? Might come in handy if a certain ghost tries to chase you down in, oh, I don’t know, an abandoned shack… or an old grocery store… I’ll stop spiraling now.







SPIRIT LEVELS

(as originally noted by town founder and creator of the phantom phone Rose Hollow)

LEVEL ONE

Spirits require physical objects that conjure memories of the past.

LEVEL TWO

Spirits can only be satisfied with emotional reasoning.

LEVEL THREE

Spirits must face past traumas to overcome the negative energy festering inside them.


Guardian guidance

counselor hotline:

1-800-Paola-Predict.

When in doubt,

call Paola!
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Ghosts are actually pretty cool. Just ask the one in front of me right now. He’s practically got fashion down to a science.

Harold Bartholomew Jr. wore a black top hat, a burgundy three-piece suit, and a striped bow tie that could only be described as swanky. But his fashion choices weren’t the most captivating thing about him. It was the dazzling blue of his eyes, sparkling under the barnyard lighting in the greenhouse shed, or Spirit Service HQ as my besties and I liked to call it.

Mr. Bartholomew Jr.’s granddaughter (correction: living granddaughter, because one can never be too careful) was currently seated with me and my friends at the round table in our supercool headquarters. Andronica wore equally swanky-looking clothes, but they seemed like they were about to be ruined by the waterfall of tears streaming down her face. The snotty kind. This required experts like us, skilled in handling townspeople who never thought they’d see their deceased loved ones ever again. And thankfully, my bestie Lillian Baxter kept a whole collection of Scotties tissue boxes at the ready.

“Now, Mr. Bartholomew Jr., sir,” Aiko Tanaka began, tapping a fountain pen to her glossed lips, “what did you say you needed again?”

“Music. I need music!” he reminded us chillingly.

“Does he want to take my mom’s old MP3 player?” Blair Ricci asked, teeth chattering as she stared at the ghost. She was still getting over her ghost fright. “Because I think she threw that out, like, before I was born.”

“A ghost of this caliber would prefer vinyl,” Aiko said to the rest of us. Lillian nodded along—as a K-pop fan, she was a thorough collector of albums, including vinyl. Meanwhile, I don’t think I’ve even touched a vinyl record before. Spirit Service President Raveena Gill might’ve been a music aficionado, but I preferred instruments like my flute to old-timey records, thank you very much.

“Only a musical object will do,” moaned the spirit. We’d dealt with a few impatient spirits before and knew if we didn’t act fast, we’d have a big mess on our hands.

Level one spirit, check!

Oh, yeah, did I mention my besties and I have a ghostly business? We basically kick these ghosts’ behinds into the afterlife (affectionately) thanks to an old phantom phone that helped us create our business, Spirit Service.

“I know what he needs!” Andronica suddenly stood, retrieving a small object from the depths of her purse. Seriously, that thing could be a magical well for how much it could hold.

“A music box?” Aiko wondered, inspecting the vintage object. “Well, that’s definitely new.”

Andronica finally found the strength to approach her deceased grandfather. “I know you liked to wind it up and play it every night. Would you play the song one final time? For me?”

The ghost’s eyes turned glassy with tears as he turned the ballerina inside the music box. A warm song filled the air, and it reminded me of Grandmama—her hugs, her smile, her laughter.

Grandmama passed away over a year ago. I was one of the lucky few who got to feel her gentle caress before she departed for the afterlife. Even though she was gone—something both my mother and I had a tough time with, in our own ways—I would always feel her warmth through music.

Once the spirit let out a relieved sigh, he said goodbye and left a faint kiss on his granddaughter’s forehead. He disappeared in a whirl of sparkly dust. The pink phantom phone, which we’d found all chipped up months ago in Yoon’s Antiques, was now newly repainted thanks to Aiko’s artsy skills. It practically shone under the HQ lights, its magical glow appearing almost greenish rather than its typical white. But that was probably because of all the planters we had hanging around the shed. It was a greenhouse, after all!

“Thank you, girls.” Andronica left us with a contented smile and a wad of cash—even though we had a new credit card system set in place thanks to the advice of Lillian’s banker parents. With business booming, Spirit Service could now directly fund the arts program at Hollows’ Peak Middle.

As soon as Andronica was gone, Blair pumped her fist in a cheer.

“That’s our hundredth client to date!” From the base of the phone, she pulled out the Guidebook for Guardians, our handbook for all things paranormal. Our Guardian guidance counselor, the town psychic and formerly reigning scary lady Tía Paola, told us the book was meant for Guardians to keep record of our spirit encounters.

“Well, now that we handled that…” I pulled out my phone. Yes, my cell phone. Mama finally made good on our deal and promised I’d get a phone at the start of eighth grade, which was just a few weeks ago.

I flipped the screen toward me, expecting a string of missed calls. Instead, all I saw was my glowing lock screen, a photo I’d found of me, Mama, and Grandmama visiting the CN Tower before Grandmama got sick. She was even brave enough to step onto the glass floor.

In the last several months, I’d learned bravery could manifest in many ways. Being honest with your friends. Not hiding secrets. And certainly not obsessing over contacting a dead relative.

Or a very much alive friend.

“Did he call yet?” Aiko said as she wiggled her brows playfully.

“Who?” Blair set down the guidebook, her brown eyes widening. “Oh. Ma-te-o,” she overemphasized in a singsong tone.

“Just Mateo,” I reminded my friends. “It’s no big deal. Maybe he forgot.” Sure, Mateo Pérez, my once-frenemy-turned-friend, had been FaceTiming me once a week since his temporary move to Rosemary Heights to live with his dad, and it was pretty much always on a Friday at 8:00 a.m. just before school. It was currently 8:02, but who was checking?

Me. And my besties. That’s who was checking.

“The real juicy part is that he has your number saved at all.” Aiko winked, flipping a piece of rainbow-dyed hair behind her shoulder as she peered over at my brand-new phone. “Do you have pet names yet? Or how about a ship name? Raveo? Mateena?”

“We’re just friends. And friends save their friends as contacts on their phones.” I flipped my phone to show my ghost-obsessed bestie my contacts app.

Aiko gawked. “OMG. You have a winky face emoji next to his name?”

I pulled my phone away, ears burning. I totally forgot I added the emoji.

“We should start planning their wedding!” Blair said with an air of playfulness. “I’ll cater the cookies. Now, should we go with a standard sugar cookie, snickerdoodles, or oat crisps? These are the questions!”

“Seriously, guys,” I told my friends, “I said it’s no biggie.” Although he had missed last week’s call too. “It’s not like he’s ghosting me. Pun intended.”

“There’s no way to be sure.” Aiko’s eyes lit up. “Or is there? Fierce fam, I have an idea.”

“Oh no,” Lillian moaned as Aiko withdrew a six-sided die from her backpack.

“Not the mystical die!” Blair chalked her fingers down her face. “Anything but that!”

“What the heck is a mystical die?”

“A gift from Tía Paola,” Aiko explained. “I showed it to Lillian and Blair before you got here. Pretty neat, huh? All you have to do is ask it a question, roll, and wait for your answer! It’s like an on-the-go fortune teller!”

“Not sure how accurate it is,” Lillian muttered out of the corner of her mouth. “I mean, I can allow for a small margin of error, but I asked if my brothers would ever stop bothering me for one minute at home, and the die said yes. Highly unlikely!”

Aiko waved a hand and rubbed the die between her palms, as if warming it up would enhance its “abilities.” “Oh, mighty mystical die, is the former HP Middle basketball star and Raveena’s totally-not-boyfriend ghosting her?”

I rolled my eyes but secretly took a glance as the die hit the wooden table in the middle of the greenhouse. Instead of having small dots to represent numbers, each side held a word or phrase, like GHOULISHLY NO, PSYCHIC’S CERTAINTY, and MYSTIC MAYBE.

The die landed, spelling out MYSTIC MAYBE.

“See?” Aiko cheered, as if finding out that someone was maybe ignoring you was the greatest thing in the world. “Something’s up with Mateo. He’s, like, off the grid or something!”

“If you say the phrase ‘alien abduction’ one more time…” Blair huffed, looking like she was about to pull out her crown of brown braids at Aiko’s obsessive look.

“Maybe he’s just busy,” I said as nonchalantly as I could, stuffing my phone back in my pocket.

“Let’s be real, besties,” Aiko said, putting away the die as we prepared ourselves for school. “Before long, Raveena and Mateo will be going steady! That’s what they used to say in Harold’s time. Like, totally smitten.”

“I am not smitten!” My cheeks burned. Mateo was my friend. A really good friend. We had magnetic peanut-butter-and-banana friendship charms on each of our arms to prove it. But our phone calls were just to make sure we kept in touch since his move… right?

“Okay, Raveena’s love life aside, we’re gonna be late for the school field trip to Rosemary Heights!” Lillian checked her watch. “I am not missing this one! Remember when Chase and Donovan made me late for last year’s Holloweekend science camp? I missed a whole day of cool science-y stuff! No way am I going to miss out this year. They’re bringing in actual scientists to teach us!”

Lillian shoved her phone in our faces, which displayed a pretty neat flyer and a hefty price tag. I guess science camp didn’t come cheap.

Aiko’s eyes sparkled as she tugged her backpack straps onto her shoulders. “So your parents said yes?”

Lillian fiddled with one of her hair buns. “Well, I haven’t exactly asked them yet. I’m waiting for just the right time. Besides, why wouldn’t they?”

“True,” Blair noted. “They definitely deserve the Coolest Parents of the Year Award.”

Blair was right in saying our bestie’s parents were the coolest couple around. They often hung out with Blair’s parents at Peter’s Roller Palace, and they even let Lillian stay up late to watch their favorite soap opera, Days of the Glorious.

We all got up and headed out the doors of Spirit Service HQ. Our headquarters was located by the best taqueria around, El Grillo, which happened to be owned by Mateo’s moms. Pretty convenient having drool-worthy tacos right next to our headquarters, which was the perfect abode for all things Spirit Service—though we did make our fair share of house calls too, especially with elderly clients.

I shivered as a burst of frigid wind passed by. It was already beginning to cool down here in Hollows’ Peak, which was just a hop, jump, and skip away from the heart of Toronto. Our town was pretty out there, with our weird and wacky ways and, of course, our deep roots in everything ghostly. It was all thanks to the town’s founder, Rose Hollow, who was Aiko’s hero in all things “spirited.”

Lillian fiddled with the BLACKPINK IN YOUR AREA pin on her lapel. “I hear in Rosemary Heights, they’ve got tons of pumpkin spice deals this time of year, and I need to try all of them.” Hollows’ Peak was less of a pumpkin spice town and more of an apple cider city. Not that that stopped Blair from creating gourd-centric concoctions.

Aiko added, “Mrs. Yoon said that last year she tried the pumpkin-infused matcha over at Brews and Boos and it was to die for.”

“Considering how we deal with ghosts now, I hope that’s not literal.” We all giggled at Blair’s statement.

Hollows’ Peak lit up like a burst of golden sunshine during the autumn season. The trees were a mix of burnt oranges and burnished browns; the sky was perfectly covered in just a few wispy clouds, not a teardrop of rain to be seen; and every store, house, and building on Main Street was covered head to toe in all things “Holloween.”

That’s right. Here in Hollows’ Peak, we didn’t celebrate “Halloween” but “Holloween,” which was basically the same holiday except with our signature Hollows’ Peak touch. Every autumn, Blair baked her spiced pumpkin cheesecake cookies. They were always a hit at our town’s Holloween Festival—which we took quite seriously. The festival was a chance for us to put out our most spooktacular string lights, gourds, and festive autumnal garlands to signal the season… and face off in a series of games with our neighbors over in Rosemary Heights, all leading up to Holloween night. This year’s theme was “Mediums of the Past,” focusing on everything psychic.

We made it to the school’s gate in record time, and once we found our homeroom teachers, we piled onto the bus. Lillian sat beside me, and Aiko and Blair took up the rest of the row beside us.

The school bus lurched to a start, and we were off to visit the land of pumpkin spice.





TWO Dial A for Addams [image: ]

No pumpkin spice here,” Blair moaned.

“I didn’t even see any promotions in the Brews and Boos window!” Lillian complained as we passed by the local coffee shop. We were currently walking along Plain Street, Rosemary Heights’s main street, with all the other kids from our grade. I supposed neighboring towns thought alike, because Rosemary Heights looked identical to Hollows’ Peak, from the types of shops on the street to the rhyming street names. There was even a makeup-slash-hair salon that looked like Mrs. Wang’s—but I hoped this one didn’t have her disastrous (ahem, unique) shade of Bodacious Blueberry lipstick.

I huddled my jacket to me as the chill picked up and we approached Rosemary’s Roundabout, the town “square” that was actually a circle.

“Rosemary Heights doesn’t do squares,” Tía Paola, our chaperone for the trip, noted to the students behind her. Whatever that meant. In towns like Hollows’ Peak and Rosemary Heights, I’d learned it was better not to ask questions.

“Remember the buddy system!” cried Tía Paola as she noticed kids getting distracted by all things Rosemary Heights. Her deep purple lip shade brought out the plum in her swirling cloak, a look she donned year-round. She would fit right in with the Sanderson sisters. “I don’t want any dawdling or I will be forced to reveal which of you will fail your next chemistry test!”

“We don’t even take chemistry,” Aiko said.

“Not yet, but we will next year!” Lillian beamed. My science bestie was the kind of kid who wanted homework.

The Fierce Four crossed over Rosemary’s Roundabout and approached the town circle within. Looming in the distance was today’s hot topic of discussion: Marian’s Manor, the historic house our school was visiting. Except no one was allowed inside, and I was kind of grateful for that, because the house gave me the creeps. The stone and brick were as gray as a ghost, and trust me, I’d seen plenty of those. The top of the house had been erected in a grand upside-down V, pointing up into the sky like a black stick, while the rest of the house appeared just as doom and gloom as the dead gardens on the property. Someone call the Addams family—they wanted their house back!

“Gather round, gather round!” Paola clapped her hands and brought the students into a brewing crowd by the tall front steps leading to Marian’s Manor, leaves crunching beneath our shoes. “Let me introduce you to your tour guides for the Rosemary Heights historic grounds—oh, Rudy, keep your fingers out of your ears! Moving around earwax disrupts the psychic energies.”

“And it’s totally unhygienic?” Lillian whispered to me and my friends. We all suppressed a giggle.

Rudy slowly removed his finger, whistling casually. Paola rolled her eyes and gestured for the tour guides to come forth.

Three familiar figures took Paola’s place. They were identical in their looks, with their signature cropped black hair, bell-bottom jeans, and custom-printed long-sleeved shirts to stave off the autumn chill. It was Rosemary Heights’s own psychic shopkeepers, the Jones triplets. This time around, their shirts read I’M A WALKING GREEN FLAG. DON’T GHOST ME!

“Welcome, students!” Wisteria Jones said as her sisters Dahlia and Iris assessed the crowd. We’d assisted the triplets, the first clients of Spirit Service, months ago to help their dog Ruffles move on to the afterlife. Since then, I’d learned a thing or two about the kooky triplets. From what I’d gathered, they were each born twelve minutes apart, played competitive mahjong, and did not enjoy tapioca in their bubble tea. But hey, I didn’t hate on jelly naysayers.

“Today’s field trip brings together each town’s middle school. So don’t be afraid to mingle and jingle!”

“That’s a Christmassy phrase, sister. Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Iris gritted out before projecting a too-wide smile at the audience. Students tittered, clearly excited to be outside the classroom.

I glanced around, seeing other kids from Rosemary Heights Middle. They all wore burgundy school uniforms with the Fairchild Family crest, two sprigs of rosemary surrounding a crystal ball. A small, hopeful part of me expected to find Mateo’s face in the crowd—brown skin, short hair, an easy smile. But I didn’t see him anywhere. Maybe he was out sick? That would explain why he hadn’t called like he normally did.

Then again, why couldn’t I just give him a ring now and check? But phones had to be turned off during school hours, and I didn’t exactly want a demerit from Tía Paola.

Still, one teeny tiny call wouldn’t hurt. Right?

Discreetly, I pressed Mateo’s name in my contacts. A small ring went off in the crowd, and my head shot toward the back of a familiar head of hair. My eyes grew wide as I watched the boy take his phone out of his pocket before ignoring whoever had called. I glanced down at my phone, watching the call go to voicemail.

White-hot confusion ran through my veins. Was it a coincidence?

Dahlia cleared her throat in a not-so-subtle way to grab our attention. She wore thick bifocals and Stupendous Strawberry lip gloss—Mrs. Wang’s latest creation—and continued where her sisters left off. “As we Rosemarians visited last year to learn about City Hall in Hollows’ Peak, it is only fair that we offer the same grace! So welcome to Rosemary Heights. As our town slogan goes, ‘Rosemary wards off all evil.’ Fun, isn’t it?”

“Because warding off evil is just another Friday,” groaned Blair, clearly wishing she’d baked up a ghost-repelling supply of butterscotch chip cookies.

Iris stated, “Our town’s founding family, the Fairchilds, lived for decades in what is now known as Marian’s Manor. Back in 1926 when Rosemary Heights was founded, a woman named Marian, who married into the Fairchild lineage, helped build this town from the ground up. To this day, the Fairchilds are on the municipal council, including our current mayor, Daphne Lamont!”

I saw a student from RH Middle bump fists with another kid, grinning. Behind them was the boy who’d ignored his phone, but his face was covered by the sea of students.

“But as many of you know,” Iris went on, “this is not where the story ends. From 1926 onward, a bitter rivalry sparked between Hollows’ Peak and Rosemary Heights. Does anyone know why?”

Rudy shot up an ear-waxed hand right in front of Wisteria’s face, which she ignored. “Anyone? Anyone at all?”

Aiko jumped in. “Hollows’ Peak townspeople were miffed when the town next door began copying everything about them, starting with the town layout and eventually stemming into admiration for the supernatural. Even this historic house imitates City Hall in Hollows’ Peak.”

“Exactly. Brownie points for Aiko!” Dahlia praised her. “While Rosemarians reminded their new neighbors that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, the rivalry only became exacerbated as the years went by.”

Wisteria’s eyes darkened. “To this day, a feud between the towns reignites every Holloween. Only one town can be selected as the victor through this month-long festival filled with fair-play games. Whoever wins the most games is the reigning champ of the year… and gets all the bragging rights!”

“And a cornucopia worthy of the Hunger Games, generously sponsored by Little Ghost Cookie Co.! But that’s enough about that. Put your adventure hats on; it’s time to explore!” Dahlia made a shooing motion with her hands.

With that, the kids took off to complete the worksheet—ahem, scavenger hunt—my history teacher, Mr. Bisson, had made for us. We had to go around to different plaques positioned in the town circle and answer questions to prove we weren’t “lollygagging” during the field trip. Mr. Bisson’s words, not mine.

“Did you get the answer to number six?” Lillian asked as I pored over a nearby plaque.

“The year of the Great Raven Migration was 1995.” I eyed a raven that was currently perched by a circular window of Marian’s Manor. Totally. Creepy.

“Let’s finish these questions so we can check out the shops on Plain Street!” Aiko hopped from one foot to the other.

“I’m looking for the answer to question ten,” Blair said. “Something about the town founder? Marian?”

“I think I saw a plaque about her out front.” Lillian led us to a sign by the front steps of the manor.


MARIAN FAIRCHILD WAS A LOVER OF SCIENTIFIC INVENTIONS AND ADVANCEMENTS. BUT MANY BELIEVE HER LIFE WAS ONE OF TURMOIL, AND AFTER HER DEATH, STRANGE INCIDENTS OCCURRED ON THE GROUNDS OF MARIAN’S MANOR, INCLUDING THE DISAPPEARANCE OF TWO GIRLS, LEADING TO THE HOUSE’S CLOSING. SOME BELIEVE MARIAN STILL HAUNTS THE GROUNDS, WITH MANY ROSEMARIANS CALLING HER THE WAILING WOMAN IN WHITE, CRYING FOR HER LOST CHILD.



“Whoa. Strange incidents. Missing kids. What do you think that means?” Blair was clearly going to bring this up at her next therapy appointment.

“No clue,” I said, scribbling down the answer to question ten: Wailing Woman in White. Not exactly a nickname you’d want to earn in the afterlife.

My friends and I turned to check out the other plaques in the town circle, but the scene of two women staring each other down made me pause.

It was Tía Paola and what could only be described as her exact opposite. Where Paola was full of curves, the other woman was all sharp angles, from the points of her elbows to the jut of her chin. She wore a red turban with an all-seeing eye in the middle.

“That’s Donna Seer!” Aiko gawked. “I’ve read all about her in Medium Lovers magazine! She’s, like, the best psychic in all of Rosemary Heights and even owns a mystic emporium here. Mama was obsessed with her YouTube channel.”

I didn’t doubt Aiko. This woman, whose choice of dress reminded me oddly of Paola’s, was likely the Rosemary Heights chaperone. She didn’t hide a glare of distaste aimed right at Tía Paola. Paola sneered right back.

“Hello, Paola.”

“Donna,” Paola greeted her coolly. “Has it been twenty years already?”

“It must be,” Donna replied, “for I would have remembered those lip wrinkles during our graduation ceremony. Or perhaps stage lighting really does work wonders for the skin.”

“How perceptive of you, Donna,” Paola seethed, crossing her arms. “And they’re not wrinkles—they’re smile lines!”

“Wrinkles,” Donna retorted dryly.

“Smile. Lines.”

Blair muttered out of the corner of her mouth, “Should we break up this love fest? My mom says when you have nothing truthful to report—or nothing nice to say—don’t say it.”

Blair’s mom was an investigative reporter on Channel 13 News. She also happened to dole out really good advice.

“Paola? Can we talk to you for a sec?” I urged our Guardian guidance counselor to the other side of the house. After a hesitant beat, she flared her nostrils and followed me, with my friends close behind.

“Hey, Tía.” I gave her a smile. “You okay?”

“Oh, perfectly peachy,” Paola spat, crossing her arms while kicking a stray leaf. “That Donna Seer just likes to ruffle my feathers.”

“Why?” Aiko asked. “Donna’s totally cool! I’ve watched all her interviews—”

Paola’s deadly glare shut Aiko right up.

“It all goes back to twenty years ago, when we graduated from the same clairvoyance school. I was top of our class and a shoo-in to be valedictorian. All I had to do was ace the final exam. But my crystal ball went missing right before the test. Not only did Donna earn high marks, she became valedictorian and stole my limelight, in addition to my crystal ball. It’s been missing since ’06!”

“You mean ancient times,” teased Lillian under her breath.

Paola ignored Lillian’s comment. “Anyways, I’m not stooping to her level. She’s trying to get a rise out of me, but I will be the better psychic, and she will just have to watch me win this year’s psychic face-off!”

What psychic face-off? I wanted to ask, but a noise like scratching glass came from behind me. I turned toward the sound, angling away from the girls. They didn’t seem to hear, all too engrossed in Paola’s pity party.

“BRB,” I told my friends. I tucked my worksheet inside my jean jacket and followed the crunchy side path up to a small door in Marian’s Manor with an arched, dirt-stained window. A shadow flickered inside—but our chaperones had clearly stated no one was allowed in there. From what I heard, the inside of the house hadn’t been restored in decades, and it wasn’t exactly a safe place for people to walk through.

I used my sleeve to rub away at the built-up grime on the window. The first things I saw were two hands holding an object that looked a bit like a black typewriter, except the buttons were fashioned into a circle. Attached to the ancient object was a long cord, like the one that belonged to a rotary phone.

Wait. A rotary phone?

Gleaming buttons stared up at me like eyes, begging me to take a closer look. But as I leaned in, just inches away from the door, the glass began to fog up and the door swung inward, revealing an all-too-familiar face.





THREE I Get Ghosted with a Capital G [image: ]

Brown hair. Canvas sneakers. And a Rosemary Heights Middle School uniform.

I grabbed on to the doorframe to rebalance myself. “Mateo?”

My ex-frenemy currently had one hand white-knuckled on the doorknob, the other cradling the black, bulky object under his arm.

“Oh, Raveena. Um—hey.”

Both our faces took on a crimson shade. We hadn’t seen each other since The Move back in the summer and this was his response? A lackadaisical hey? I thought we were past being calm, casual, and noncommittal around each other.

“What are you doing here?” This house was off-limits. And more importantly—why hadn’t he answered my phone call?

“It’s a… long story. But boy, am I glad to see you.” Mateo placed the phone gingerly on a rickety side table and collected me in a hug. I froze up before realizing it was totally okay for friends to hug. Completely. Normal. No alarm bells going off over here.

I peeled myself away from him, my face setting into stone. “So you missed my call today, huh?”

Mateo scratched the back of his neck, the banana charm jingling on his bracelet. “Yeah, about that. I didn’t want to get in trouble with the chaperone by answering my phone, and I forgot to shoot you a text this morning that I had pickleball practice. Sorry.”

Whoa. Since when did Mateo play pickleball? Scratch that—what on earth was pickleball?

“I thought you liked basketball. You know, playing for the Hollows’ Peak Haunts.” I mimed being a cheerleader.

“Well, my friends here in town introduced me to it, and it’s pretty fun. So here I am—on the RH Middle pickleball team. We even have a cool mascot named Rosie.”

I thought of their school uniforms. “Let me guess. Rosie the rosemary?”

“No, the rottweiler.” Mateo shook his head. “But I like your idea better.”

I ignored Mateo’s quip, his too-long eyelashes, his freckled skin. Had he absorbed an even warmer glow over the second half of summer without me?

“Are you gonna tell me about that?” I stepped inside and pointed at the rotary phone. “It looks familiar. A little too familiar.” If the phone were pink, I’d think it was the same as ours.…

Mateo shut the door and exhaled, steeling himself for a big speech. “Okay, truth is—”

We both froze as a delicate tune wafted through the house. A grand piano. At one moment, it was as soothing as a lullaby, and the next, it was a lilting, haunting song that chilled me to the bone.

“Okay,” I chattered out, “this house is officially going on the Creepiest Houses of the Greater Toronto Area list.”

Right after my remark, the piano playing stopped. Mateo and I moved toward where the sound had come from, pausing at the entrance to a large sitting room. A gilded-framed portrait hung on the wall, depicting a woman wearing an ivory-hued Edwardian-era blouse and holding up a paintbrush.

Mateo began to speak. “Do you think—”

CRASH!

We spun around, coming face-to-face with a wall covered in rose-patterned wallpaper. It kind of reminded me of the nightgown Blair’s nonna had (lovingly) forced her to wear during our epic summer sleepover two years ago. Let’s just say Blair was working on making her own fashion choices these days.

I tore my gaze from the roses, finally glancing down at the crime scene. A vase had toppled over, breaking into three pieces. My fear-o-meter was cranking up the heat, and from the look in Mateo’s eyes, his was rocketing to a solid nine out of ten.

A look of understanding crossed his features, and he huffed a broken laugh. “Ha ha, guys, very funny. You can come out now.”

Wait a second. Who was Mateo talking to?

“You got us, M-dog!” a low voice said.

“We couldn’t help it! The vibes were elite!” yelped a second.

“The vase was an accident!” a third squeaked.

It was clear the disembodied voices weren’t from the great beyond as three boys appeared from behind the rose-patterned wall.

My eyes landed on the fist-bumping boy from earlier, who had two of what I could only call his cronies flanking him. His smooth brown skin and radiant white smile were the stuff of dreams. Literally. My pimple patches were running real low right about now.

Shoving aside my envy, I scanned him from head to toe. He must’ve been the big cheese around here, because he reeked of popularity. And some kind of “manly” deodorant, probably called Big Bear in the Woods. (Meanwhile, my deodorant scent was Fragile Daisies. Like, who even named these things?)

“Hey, Jer,” Mateo said, slapping hands with the boy and giving him a bro hug. “Raveena, meet Jeremy—”

“Son of the town’s nobility, Mayor Lamont,” Jeremy cut in, sticking out a hand. “Sorry for the scare. We didn’t mean to put you out.”

“I wasn’t scared,” I lied, shaking his hand weakly. “I’m Raveena Gill.”

He shrugged. “Cool. Well, consider this a welcoming to Rosemary Heights.”

“Where ‘rosemary wards off all evil.’ Ooooh.” Boy Number Two wriggled his fingers like earthworms appearing from wet soil.

“That’s Creeker Finnegan,” Jeremy said. The second boy sported reddish hair and baggy school trousers. Meanwhile, on Jeremy’s right, a quiet boy with chestnut-hued skin knelt to clean up the mess.

I went to help him. Luckily, the shards weren’t too sharp and hadn’t shattered into a million tiny pieces. A bit of glue would fix this right up.

His lips turned up in a shy smile. “Thanks. I’m Tedros Abebe, but everyone calls me Teddy.”

He wore a T-shirt depicting the Earth nestled in a bowl of peas. Beneath the drawing read VOTE FOR WORLD PEAS! Like Blair, he must’ve been a dad-joke appreciator.

“Hey, Teddy.” Behind him, moth-eaten curtains fluttered like hands waving hello. Strange. There were no open windows from what I could tell.

My eyes drew sideways to Mateo. “How exactly did you all get in here?”

Jeremy’s snicker caught my attention, and he offered me a haughty smile. “You could say being a Lamont has its perks.” He retrieved a ring of keys from his pocket and dangled them in my face, like he was taunting a hungry dog with a treat that he knew he wouldn’t give. Rude. I swatted his hand out of my face.

“And you had to enter Marian’s Manor because…”

“We came to collect,” he said, eyeing that strange phone. Before I could shake him down for information, Jeremy added, “Wait a sec.” He rubbed his chin like he’d just reached a Guinness World Records–worthy revelation, then snapped his fingers. “You’re her. Raveena—the girl who found the other phone! The one who started that little spirit business!”

“Other phone?” I scoffed. And what did he mean by little? Degrading much?

Jeremy grabbed on to the black phone on the side table. “You’re not the only one with a special phone. I guess I should thank you. Without your business, I never would’ve sought out the phone again. It’s a family heirloom, after all.” He pointed out an inscription on the bottom I hadn’t noticed before: PROPERTY OF THE FAIRCHILDS.

I thought of the pink phantom phone that read PROPERTY OF THE HOLLOWS, and my skin chilled. This was getting weirder than
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