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Dedication

For all the girls who have ever felt out of place,
and for the uncles, aunts, and guides
who see the strength within them.




About This Book

Sally is eight and she has a plan. Stay awake, catch the tooth fairy, see the wings. She has the torch. She has the tooth. She has Rory the wolfhound, who already knows something is coming.





The fairy who arrives has no wings worth mentioning. What she has is a ledger, a pair of silver calipers, and the air of someone who has been doing this job since before anyone alive was born. Her name is Vespera. Sally's tooth, she explains, is not a coin-swap. It is a key.





What it opens is a museum — not of paintings or artefacts, but of everything childhood leaves behind when it grows up. Forgotten imaginary friends. Jars of playground laughter from 1924. Kites whose owners stopped running. Drawers of first drawings. A lost-and-found where nothing has ever been claimed.





Tonight, a Runaway Dream has escaped its jar. It belongs to a boy who has stopped looking up at the sky. If Sally and Vespera don't return it before dawn, it will dissolve — and the boy will wake up with a hole in his heart where a wonder used to be.





Sally and the Night Doors is the first book in the Moonbeam Stables series. It is for children who are eight and for adults who remember being eight and feel the ache of that. It is for anyone who has ever put something under a pillow and hoped for more than a coin.
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Prologue

Dot ... Dot ... Dash ... Dot



      The wind was the first to change.

      It had been a steady, sighing westerly all afternoon, but as the sun bled into the lake, the sigh turned into a low, moaning threat from the northwest. Eli James, commander of the Whitefish Bay station, stood on the catwalk of the lookout tower, his oilskin coat already speckled with salt spray. He didn't need a barometer; he could feel the storm building in the old ache of his bones.

      Below him, his niece Edna moved through the station's main room with a quiet, practiced efficiency. She banked the fire in the great cast-iron stove until it glowed a steady, furious red. She laid out dry blankets in neat stacks near the heating vents. She checked the supply of coffee---great, strong, steaming pots of it, blacker than midnight, would be needed before the night was through.

      A flicker of light, impossibly distant, caught her eye through the window. Not lightning. A signal.

      "Uncle Eli!" Her voice, though not loud, carried the sharpness of a command. He was already sliding down the ladder, his boots hitting the plank floor with a thud.

      He followed her pointed finger to the horizon where the signal flare had already died. "The Marianne K.," he grunted. "Overdue. Knew she was out there pushing her luck."

      He began barking orders to his men, who were already pulling on their gear. The lifeboat was readied, a stout, stubborn craft built for wrathful seas. Edna did not watch them launch. Her duty was here. She took her post at the window, her eyes scanning the heaving, black water for the next signal, her ears straining for the ring of the telephone that would connect them to other stations.

      Hours later, when the men returned---soaked, frozen, and bone-weary---they brought with them three shivering sailors from the foundered Marianne K.. The station was a haven of warmth and order. The coffee was hot and bitter on their tongues. The blankets were warm. The emergency beds were made.

      No one thanked Edna. They didn't need to. This was her role in the great, dangerous machine of salvation. It was what she knew. It was all she knew.

      After the rescued men were fed and warmed by the stove, and her uncle had begun writing his report, Edna took her place at the wireless set. Eli had asked her to send a simple, coded message---a routine status report to the next station down the coast.

      She knew the symbols---she could read them on a chart faster than she could read a book. But her fingers betrayed her. The message was supposed to be a precise, steady rhythm, but under pressure, it came out a jittery mess of erratic taps.

      Dot... dash... dash... dot. Her attempt at the letter 'M' was a hurried stumble.

      Eli, watching from his desk, finally came over, gently resting a large, weathered hand over hers. "Slow down, spark plug," he said. "It's about the steady hand, Edna. Not just the knowledge. You get rattled, the signal gets rattled. A good message can save a life. A bad one... well, a bad one is silence."

      He let the thought hang. Edna stared at the brass key . She knew the rhythm. She knew the power. But she didn't have the confidence. Her mind was full of noise, not signal. She was a repository of life-saving knowledge without the nerve to consistently wield it.

      "I'll practice more, Uncle Eli," she said, her voice small, her shame hot in her cheeks.

      He just smiled, a look of worry clouding his face. "You do that, kiddo. The trip starts tomorrow. The woods won't wait."

      As the rescued men slept and her uncle finished his report, Edna looked out at the lake, which was only just beginning to calm. She saw the reflection of the morning star in a patch of clearing sky. In that quiet moment, she had no idea that a different kind of storm was coming---one she couldn't read on any horizon. A storm of feeling out of place, of not knowing the right words, of being a life-saving expert in a world that valued social grace and small talk.

      But the skills were there, waiting. The steady hand, the watchful eye, the language of flags and storms. They were a part of her, as deep and true as the lake itself. She just didn't know she would need to use them on dry land.

    



Chapter I

The Plan



      A sharp crack echoed through the Whitefish Bay coast guard station as Captain "Eli" James's big right hand came down on the worn surface of his desk. The maps rattled; a pencil rolled to the floor.

      "It's settled, then!" he sang out, his voice booming with the force of a lake gale. "It's exactly what Edna needs, and by thunder, she'll do it!"

      The men of his crew, gathered in the cramped, weather-beaten office, exchanged knowing glances. They were used to the Captain's enthusiasms, but this one had a particular weight to it.

      "That gal," the Captain continued, his voice softening a fraction, "has been hanging around life-saving stations for far too long. I can see it plain as day. All her life - leastwise, since her mother passed and I took her in - she's been stuck out here at the end o' creation with a parcel of us old salts. Not another soul her age within twenty miles. She needs to be with her own kind." He looked around at his men, his bearded face set in a challenge. "Well? Think you lot can manage to get along without her for a short spell?"

      From the other side of the desk, Miss Mills, captain of the Whitefish City Girl Scout troop, arose briskly. She was a woman of practical bearing, her clothes sensible and her eyes kind but sharp.

      "It's agreed, Captain," she said, her tone firm yet gentle. "A summer camp with the troop will do her a world of good. Getting out with other girls will make Edna less..." She checked herself abruptly, the unspoken word awkward hanging in the salt-tinged air. She saw the fierce, protective pride in the Captain's eyes and chose her next words with care. "It will make her a great deal more happy," she amended.

      "Happy," Captain James repeated, the word rumbling in his chest like distant thunder. "That's what I want for her." He stared out the window at the vast, grey expanse of Lake Michigan, its surface choppy under a restless sky. "She deserves a bit of sunshine."

      That evening, after the supper dishes were cleared, Captain Eli found his niece staring out from the station's lookout tower, her gaze fixed on the horizon as it swallowed the last sliver of sun. Her short, brown hair was ruffled by the wind, and her blue eyes, perpetually narrowed from years of peering into windy distances, saw everything and nothing.

      "Edna!" he called, his voice losing its command-room edge. She turned, a smile touching her lips.

      He climbed up to join her, the wooden structure creaking under his weight. "I've news for you," he said, leaning on the rail beside her. "And by jumpin' whales, you deserve it! All work and no play makes Jack a dull sailor boy, and it's high time you had some proper fun." He rumpled her hair affectionately, a gesture he'd used since she was a little girl. "You're to go to summer camp. With the Girl Scouts. Miss Mills was here today."

      Edna's eyes widened. "Camp? But Uncle Eli... the station... your meals..."

      "Pah! We can manage a few weeks without you nursemaiding us," he blustered, though they both knew it wasn't true. She was the heart of the place, the one who kept the home fires burning - literally and figuratively. "Your outfit needs preparing," he commanded, steering her toward the ladder. "Anybody steerin' out o' Whitefish Bay has to look slick. We've a reputation to uphold."

      A flutter of nervous excitement stirred in Edna's chest, unfamiliar and unsettling. Camp. Other girls. The world beyond the rocky coast and the ever-watchful lake.

      And so it happened that on the first Friday evening in August, Edna James found herself standing on a sandy beach at Cummings Point, a heavy pack on her back and a knot of anxiety in her stomach. The air smelled different here - not of salt and damp wood, but of pine needles and woodsmoke.

      The journey had been long and strange. They had ridden since noon on a little logging railroad that chugged and wheezed its way through dense forests, the train car filled with the laughter and chatter of fifteen other girls. Then came a mile-long trek across grassy, rolling hills, their gear growing heavier with every step.

      Now, at five o'clock, a new kind of order was being established. Three brown duck tents stood in a neat row, their flaps open to the breeze. Kettles, blackened
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