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            CHAPTER I.

          

        

      

    

    
      My father always said that a person is only as happy as they want to be. That isn’t to say that one must always be happy. It was more to teach me that I was in control of my own emotions, that no one else had any power over how I was feeling.

      I thought about this as I stared down at the camera in my hands. Melancholy pressed in on me. I embraced this feeling, comfortable in its familiarity. I had never been one to push my sadness away. It was just as important as its counterparts in my mind.

      I ran my thumb over the crimson rose sticker stuck to the lens cap, the velvet, raised edges tickling my skin. I remembered the morning I’d awoken to find this camera, so shiny and new, on my bedside table. I’d saved for over a year to get it. But just when I’d saved enough, the very day I was going to purchase it myself, there it was—a bright red bow stuck to the top of the box.

      I hadn’t even had to ask who’d put it there; the grin on my dad’s face as I scrambled down the stairs for breakfast said it all.

      With a sigh I felt but didn’t voice, I placed the camera on the glass case between me and the pawn shop owner. This wasn’t goodbye. I would reclaim my most prized possession well before the loan expiration date.

      The owner counted out my borrowed amount, a fraction of the value of the camera, and placed my pawn ticket atop the pile of cash.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, stuffing the bills into my wallet.

      The old man smiled, his eyes soft and sympathetic. “I’ll keep it safe for you. Don’t worry.”

      I nodded, then thanked him again before turning to leave.

      I passed all manner of things on my way out of the shop—everything from clocks and tea cups to cellphones and televisions. And each object my eye alighted on weighed a little heavier on my heart. These were people’s dreams, the things they were willing to leave behind to just keep going.

      As the bell above the door tinkled overhead, I stepped into the April afternoon, the sun bright but bringing little warmth as the still-cold wind whipped my face. I pulled up the hood of the sweatshirt I wore beneath my coat, stuffing my long hair in before putting on my helmet.

      My well-worn sneakers made little sound on the cracked sidewalk when I took a few hurried steps to my bicycle. But I could feel the soles protest as I knelt and quickly unlocked the chain that tethered the bike to the lamppost. Hopping astride, I glanced to the left before pulling into the street.

      Traffic wasn’t bad this afternoon, lunch hour already over while the city settled back into another grinding day. I was grateful to have worn leggings under my jeans as my gathering speed blasted freezing air through the torn knee holes while I pedaled toward work.

      Ten minutes before my shift started, I reached the motel, aptly named the Motel. Locking my bike at the rack, I shook the chill from my shoulders as I stepped into the warm office.

      Bobby glanced up from his magazine for less than a second to mark my entrance. “There’s a clogged toilet in number five,” he informed me.

      “All right”—I went to the ATM—“I’ll get to that first.”

      After putting in my PIN, I deposited nearly all of the money I’d gotten from the pawn shop into the account I’d set up for Izzy; the remaining thirty I kept in my wallet. Then I gave Bobby a quick wave, though he didn’t likely even notice, and started my shift.

      It took me forty minutes to fix the disaster in number five’s bathroom, but after that, it was smooth sailing. I didn’t mind cleaning. It was a dirty business to be sure, and I didn’t like to think about half of what I found, but it was a soothing, repetitive task. And I did get that nice jolt of pride when I left each room as pristine as the old fixtures and worn linens would allow.

      A few hours later, I returned to the little office, unlocking the door that Bobby had bolted when he’d left without so much as a goodbye. And after tidying that space as well, I finally sat down on the stool behind the counter.

      The place was quiet, only the soft hum of the fluorescent light overhead disturbing the silence. I grabbed the beige mouse of the ancient computer to check my email.

      I didn’t have a computer anymore; an orange juice “accident” involving my stepbrother had seen to the death of the laptop I’d taken to college, and I hadn’t the extra cash to replace it. It would’ve been outdated by this point anyway though even an old computer was better than none.

      Still, I hardly noticed the difference anymore. It had been years since I’d had a computer or cellphone. At first, I went through a lot of withdrawal; I’d been raised in a generation where technology had always been within my reach. But after a few months, I barely even noticed. I would go so far as to say I actually enjoyed the lack of tech. Sure, it was difficult to stay in touch with people, but it gave me a lot of solitude with my own thoughts.

      Opening my email, I sent a quick message to Izzy.

      
        
        Izzy,

      

        

      
        The money for your spring crew club session has been deposited in your account. I’m sorry it was a little late. I know they wanted it by Monday, so I hope they won’t punish you for it being a few days overdue.

        Good luck this season! And don’t forget to do your homework and get enough sleep.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Wren

      

      

      I didn’t tell my little sister that I had to pawn my camera to get the money she needed to continue crew. A sixteen-year-old shouldn’t have to worry about that. And if she knew, I would have to explain how Sienna had moved in with her boyfriend and left me to cover all our rent, which is why I had to use the money I’d saved for her fees to cover the difference. She would have quit crew before letting me pawn my camera, and I didn’t want her best shot at a scholarship to be lost for a few hundred dollars.

      Hitting the send button, I logged out of my account and closed the browser.

      I glanced at my watch. It was still a few hours before my night shift at the diner started. Raising my arms above my head, I stretched my back. This was the best part of working at the Motel—the quiet hours before the customers started to ask for things.

      My eyes skipped toward the kettle in the corner, and I thought about whether to get up and make myself some tea. But as the overhead light flickered, the glossy pages of the magazine Bobby had been reading caught the light. Leaning my chin in my hand, I pulled the magazine toward me.

      On the right page, there was an image of a mansion with text that read:

      
        
        Apply today at Moonseed Manor

        Now a hotel!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER II.

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared down at the help wanted ad. Beyond the naked winter trees, the grey stone of the Gothic revival mansion seemed almost cream against the dark clouds that menaced overhead. The pointed-arch windows gave no hint as to what might be inside, and the small patch of grass peeking above the boathouse was a distressed brown and yellow. The water in the foreground was black and disturbed, blurring the reflections of the manor and sky.

      It was something out of Poe, something out of Brontë or Shelley. What would it be like to work at a hotel like that? A thrill ran through me.

      Turning back to the computer, I reopened the browser and typed the listed website into the URL bar. The website was simple, clearly still under construction, with the same picture from the magazine ad and a homepage with only one button. I clicked “Apply Now” and was taken to another page, which had a list of job openings. The list was a set of hyperlinks, and I scanned the blue words for “housekeeping,” hovering my pointer over each link as I read them.

      Under the heading “Public Relations Office,” there were two links. One was for a staff writer and the other for a photographer. The progress of my mouse pointer stalled on the latter of the two. If only I’d been able to finish college, if only my financial support hadn’t dried up, I could’ve applied for this job.

      With a morbid sense of curiosity, I clicked on the link despite knowing there was no way I was qualified on paper. But when I clicked on the tab where a PDF had opened, I found only one sentence. It instructed applicants to send cover letters, résumés, and portfolios to an email address. There was no list of required skills or qualifications; there wasn’t even a job description or an expected salary.

      It all felt pretty suspicious. This wasn’t the old days when employers placed a help wanted ad in a newspaper and had to pay per word. Moonseed Manor had as much space as they needed to tell people about the job. I frowned at the nearly blank page, squinting against the grainy whiteness of the screen.

      Well, what will it hurt to apply, right? I can ask any questions I have during an interview, not that I’m likely to get one.

      I logged back into my email and sent my cover letter and a link to my résumé and portfolio to the email address indicated on the posting.

      I had a variety of photographs in my portfolio, everything from landscapes and architecture to portraits and action shots. Most of them had been taken for college classes, but a few were from before, like pictures of Izzy and Dad in our little canoe on the calm lake we used to visit every summer. My very favorites were the few art pieces I’d taken just for myself—autumn leaves, brown and faded orange, resting on a grave, the stone marker worn and crumbling. I’d taken them at a small graveyard located in the woods near my university. I’d found it quite by accident, and it had never occurred to me to question why it was there. There were only a handful of graves, long forgotten.

      I used to go there when I needed to be alone, away from the dorms, away from the flurry of university life. I did share this secret place with my college roommate, Cecily, though. It felt wrong to keep it to myself when I knew how much she’d love it. One time, she even put on all the wycche things she used for her rituals, and we had a photo shoot, but I didn’t include any of those pictures in my portfolio.

      After sending the email, I went back to the jobs listing page, frowning when I saw housekeeping and front desk were not among the available positions. Oh well.

      Just as I was closing the browser, a guest came into the office with a decidedly displeased expression.

      “My toilet is clogged again,” number five informed me.

      With a nod, I came out from behind the counter and followed the man to his room.

      It was already dark by the time I handed control of the office over to Charles for the night. He was much friendlier than Bobby, always trying to delay me so we could chat.

      I smiled at the man. “Sorry, Charles. I’ve got to run. I have a shift at the diner tonight.”

      Charles frowned but nodded. “It’s nice to see young people working their hardest these days. But don’t work yourself into an early grave, Wren. Your health is the most important, you hear me? Take it from an old man. You only notice how very important it is when your body stops acting the way it should.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I told him, pulling my reflective vest over my coat and waving to him as I rode into the street.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t agree with Charles. If I didn’t have to work so much just to live, I would have loved free time. I would have loved to sleep more, to eat healthier, to go to the park once in a while. But minimum wage isn’t enough to live on even with two full-time jobs. I often wondered if I should be grateful to my employers. Sure, I didn’t have medical insurance. But even if I did, I couldn’t afford to get sick or injured with the copays and deductibles anyway. Since they didn’t want to pay me overtime, they only worked me forty hours each. But they were pretty flexible with my schedule, letting me schedule the two jobs around each other.

      Parking my bike outside the diner, I calculated how much more I would have to work to pay the second half of the rent Sienna had saddled me with for the foreseeable future. Will it be easier to find another job or a new roommate? I knew it had to be one of those two choices because there was no possibility of finding a place with cheaper rent. I’d looked.

      Pat smiled over at me as I entered the all-night diner.

      “How’s it been so far?” I asked her while I pinned my name tag to my faded black sweatshirt.

      “Slow, but one of the truckers said there was a caravan coming up behind him, and I expect them to be getting hungry soon.”

      I nodded, ignoring her analyzing look as she regarded me.

      “Why do you always wear the same old black sweatshirt?” she asked. “Don’t you like color? And you know you get higher tips when you doll up a little.”

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like color although I did like black the best. And it wasn’t as if I didn’t care about my appearance or I didn’t want to look pretty. It was that black hides stains, and makeup and new clothes cost money. My dark hair hadn’t even been cut in two years, and the pastel pink that used to cover my whole head was now faded and only on the bottom half.

      “What?” I said to Pat. “You don’t like black? Black is classic.”
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      The sun was just starting to light the eastern horizon when I finished my shift at the diner though there was likely another hour before dawn broke, and I hoped to be asleep by then. I stifled a yawn, forcing my lips to stay closed even as my jaws stretched, while I unlocked my bicycle.

      It was a half-hour ride back to my place. I was lucky, really, my two jobs were only fifteen minutes away from each other. The frosted air of a spring morning forced its way into my nose, tickling my nose hairs and cooling the wetness that welled to the surface of my eyes when I yawned again.

      My apartment building was made of red brick and had windows that were staggered like Tetris tiles. There were empty lots on either side, too patchy to be called lawns and too littered with trash to be useful. The street it was on was lined with other buildings of the same character: red and square and unwashed. They may at one time have been connected into long row houses if their grey concrete sides were any indication. But if that was the case, something must have happened to the houses in between because there were only lonely lots and deserted alleys there now.

      Braking as I reached the front door, I wondered if I would be able to stay here much longer. I only had a month left on my lease, and I couldn’t afford to stay in even a studio by myself, at least not at my current wages. I’d moved in shortly after leaving the nearby university, when it was clear returning to my mother’s house was a poor choice.

      The thought of moving back in with my mom and her new family flashed into my mind again, and I promptly discarded the idea. Sure, I would get to see my sister more. But my mom and her husband would probably charge me more in rent than this place did.

      Slipping my arm under the top tube of my bicycle, I lifted it onto my shoulder and entered the foyer of the building. After ascending a flight of stairs, I put the bike on the floor and shoved my hand into my pocket for my keys.

      But just as I was sliding my key into the lock, my neighbor stuck her head out her door.

      “Oh, Wren, it’s only you,” Mrs. Lewis murmured with her hand on her chest.

      I smiled over at the elderly woman. “Yep, just me, Mrs. Lewis. How are you this morning?”

      “I’m all right, honey. Thank you. Are you just getting in from work?”

      I nodded, pushing my apartment door open. “Yeah.”

      Mrs. Lewis’s all-seeing eyes softened with sympathy. “You work so hard.” She shook her head. “When was the last time you ate? Did you lose weight?”

      Mrs. Lewis was forever accusing me of losing weight. I didn’t have a scale, but my clothes still fit as they always did. “I ate at the diner during my break,” I assured her.

      One grey eyebrow rose, her dark forehead crinkling as she regarded me. “If you say so.”

      Turning back to fully face her, I said, “Hey, I have some free time tomorrow afternoon if you’d like me to come over and help you move your couch.”

      Mrs. Lewis smiled brightly. “Thank you, honey. I’ll see you then. Now, you go in and get some rest.”

      “Goodnight,” I yawned.

      Flicking the light switch near the door, I pushed my bike in and leaned it against the wall. The room seemed much bigger since Sienna had left though that was to be expected when she’d taken her bed and television. The only furniture that remained was my bed, a standing lamp, and the milk crate I used as a bookshelf and nightstand.

      After locking the door behind me, I shuffled to the little kitchen. I took down my mug from the cupboard and filled it with water before downing the whole thing.

      I eyed the bed as I turned back. My head seemed to get heavy just by looking at it. I wanted nothing more than to collapse onto its squeaky springs and sleep as long as I could. Instead, I entered the bathroom and took a shower.

      The shampoo bottle sputtered, and I shook it to get every last drop. I need to stop by the dollar store today for more shampoo.

      Finally, with the grime from the motel and the scent of grease from the diner washed off of me, I climbed into bed. It took all that remained of my energy to set my alarm clock to wake me up in six hours.

      With the blaring buzz of my alarm, I gasped awake, squinting against the brightness of the midday sun that shone through the blinds of my window. My heart hammered in my chest, jolted out of some dream I already couldn’t remember.

      I breathed in slowly through my nose, closing my eyes to enjoy likely the only moment of peace I would have that day. Sighing it all out, I rose from my bed and went to my closet. The closet looked bare with Sienna’s stuff gone. Her clothes had taken up her half plus part of mine. I skipped over the few pastel shirts I had—saved for those rare times I wasn’t going to come into contact with dirt, grime, grease, and cleaning chemicals—and grabbed a black, long-sleeved T-shirt and a muted, plaid button-down. Picking up the jeans I’d worn the previous day, I examined them for stains and gave them a good sniff before pulling them on over a pair of black leggings.

      After a quick stop in the bathroom, I filled the hot pot with water and plugged it in. And while I waited for it to boil, I made a peanut butter sandwich, which I wrapped up for lunch. The hot pot bubbled just as I was scooping quick oats into my bowl. I poured the water over the oats and added a few sugar packets—sugar packets I’d gathered every chance that presented itself.

      I ate my breakfast standing in the kitchen, if I could even call the counter against one wall a kitchen when there wasn’t even a stove, and washed it down with a mug of water. After brushing my teeth, I was out the door not twenty minutes from when my alarm had sounded.

      The sun was a little warmer than it had been the previous day, and I thought about going back upstairs to leave my thicker jacket as I carried my bicycle outside. But I knew it would be cold once the sun went down on my ride home. Hesitating only for a second, I decided to keep it on. I congratulated myself on that choice as I rode toward the Motel, the wind freezing with my gathering speed.

      I pulled into the Motel’s parking lot early. Mr. McAllister would be angry if I clocked over my forty hours, so I couldn’t punch in just yet. And as much as I wanted to keep this job, I wasn’t going to work for free. Glancing at my watch, I decided to ride over to the dollar store half a block up and buy some shampoo. Maybe I would get really wild and buy conditioner as well.
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      When I started my shift, I was greeted to a complete mess in room eight. There were pizza boxes and beer cans strewn all over the room. I even found an empty can in the bathtub. The only place there wasn’t trash was in the trashcan. But at least I didn’t have to deal with another toilet issue in number five.

      By the time I’d tidied the office, I needed that cup of tea I’d foregone the day before. I filled the kettle with water from the bathroom sink and put it in its base to boil. Then I crossed to the computer, the hard stool a welcome comfort just to rest my feet.

      Opening my email, I saw that I had two unread messages. I clicked on the one sent the day before.

      
        
        Wren,

      

        

      
        Thanks for the fees. The club took it no problem.

      

        

      
        I got an A on my history test from last week. I told Mom about it, but she just ignored me.

      

        

      
        I know we’ve talked about it before, but do I really have to stay with her? Can’t I come stay with you? I’m old enough to get a job now. I could quit crew and work after school. Your lease is up next month, right? We could take a different apartment, just me and you. I wouldn’t be a burden. I promise.

      

        

      
        I just miss you, and I know Mom and I would both be happier if I moved out. She doesn’t even notice me unless she’s yelling at me, and Paul cares even less. Did I tell you Steven is still living here, too? He’s twenty, and they don’t even make him pay rent!

      

        

      
        Anyway…just think about it a little, please.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Izzy

      

      

      I closed my eyes against the sting my sister’s words elicited. Despite how much I knew our mother wanted to get rid of my sister and me—of any remnants of her previous family—I knew she would never let my sister leave, not while she was still in high school anyway. How could she? That would make her look like a bad mother, and she was all about appearing to be the perfect wife and mother. That’s why my sister was still well-fed, why she still had decent clothes. But beyond the basics? Her cellphone? Her extracurriculars? Absolutely not. Those things were for Paul’s children, for Steven and Brenden.

      And as much as my stepbrothers got, my half-brother Dilan got even more. At only five, Dilan was already enrolled in every sport and lesson imaginable for a kid his age. In a lot of ways, I felt bad for my brother. He was so spoiled that he would have a lot of problems when he was eventually confronted with the real world, with not getting exactly what he wanted precisely when he wanted it. I wondered how long he would stick with his activities when he discovered he didn’t have to do anything he didn’t want to, when he discovered he could just laze around doing nothing like Steven.

      While my tuition money had dried up after my father’s death—or more accurately, the signature to co-sign my student loans—Steven didn’t seem to have the same issue. He’d only been a freshman in high school when our parents had married, but once college-time came around, he was sent to the very university I’d had to drop out of. Despite every advantage, he was kicked out within a year for dealing drugs on campus. According to Izzy, he now spent most of his time playing video games in his rent-free room above the garage.

      Brenden was the bright dandelion in the family of fungus-infested strangle ivy. He was sweet and kind and quiet. He knew when someone was hurting, and his gentle presence was a balm to any suffering soul. He must have taken after his mother because Paul was too much like Mom for Brenden to have gotten the traits from him.

      I hit the reply button and typed out a message to my sister.

      
        
        Izzy,

      

        

      
        Congratulations on your history test! I know how hard you studied to get that A, and I’m really proud of you. I’m glad to hear the club took the fees without a fuss. I won’t be late next time.

      

        

      
        As to you coming to live with me, I don’t know what to tell you. I wish you could. But you know you’re still a minor, and there’s no way I could get custody of you from Mom. Besides that, I don’t want you to have to get a job so soon. Crew is your best chance at getting a scholarship. You deserve to go to college.

      

        

      
        I know it sucks, I do. But please just stick it out for now, okay? Two more years and you’ll be an adult. You will be out of that house and off starting your own adventure. Just hold on to those dreams.

      

        

      
        Maybe we can meet up in a few weeks. Let me save enough money for a bus ticket, and you can come up for a visit. I’ll let you know.

      

        

      
        Hang in there, and give Brenden a hug for me.

      

        

      
        I love you, and you could never be a burden to me.

        Wren

      

      

      I sighed as I hit the send button, rubbing my eyes with my thumb and forefinger. Izzy would not be pleased to read my response, but I didn’t know what else I could do for her at the moment. The only thing I could think of was to give her emotional support and nurture her escape plan.

      Going back to my inbox, I clicked the other email, which was sent earlier that morning.

      
        
        Wren,

        I had a weird dream about you last night. Are you okay?

        Cecily

      

      

      I stared at the words from my former college roommate, so straightforward, so innocuous. But I knew better. I hated when Cecily did that. I knew that she was only looking out for me, but her dreams seldom foreshadowed pleasant events. And I could never forget that the first dream she’d had of me happened the night before my dad died. I breathed out slowly, steadying the twinge of unease that fluttered in my stomach. Her dreams aren’t always indicative of something so dramatic as death. Maybe she was just picking up on this apartment situation with Sienna.

      But just as I hit the reply button to tell Cecily what was going on, the kettle beeped loudly, insistent that I give it my immediate attention. Getting up from my stool, I walked over to it, poured hot water into the office mug, and dropped an off-brand tea bag into it. I eyed the two allotted sugar packets I would normally have pocketed for my morning oatmeal and sprinkled them into my tea. I could use the comfort after those two emails.

      By the time I’d settled back onto my stool, another email was waiting in my inbox. It was a reply to the application I’d sent the day before. Well, that was the quickest rejection letter ever.

      Clicking on the email, I blinked at the response, my eyebrows crinkling as I read.

      
        
        Dear Miss Mabry,

      

        

      
        I have reviewed your résumé and portfolio in regard to the open photographer position here at Moonseed Manor, and I would like to set up a telephone interview with you. Are you available this Friday?

      

        

      
        Please let me know at your earliest convenience.

        William Courtland Bennings
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      I reread the email just to be sure I hadn’t somehow misread a rejection letter. And then I read it again for good measure.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, my voice barely audible above the whir of the ancient computer fan. “I got an interview…”

      But just as excitement started to hum through my veins, I remembered that I didn’t have a phone to even talk to this William Courtland Bennings. My mind raced, trying to land on a solution. The payphone on West Montgomery at the gas station where I usually pumped air into my bike tires was broken; someone had ripped the handset out. Mrs. Lewis may let me use her phone if she can find it. Too bad Izzy doesn’t live closer. I paid my sister’s cellphone bill after all; she could’ve spared it for however long it took to do the interview.

      I frowned, disappointment creeping in. No, I can’t fail so easily, not when I’ve been given such an unexpected opportunity. Sitting up straighter on my stool, I clicked back to Cecily’s email and hit reply.

      
        
        Cecily,

      

        

      
        I’m fine. Thanks for asking. Actually, I have an interview tomorrow, but I don’t have a phone… Do you think I could borrow yours? You can come over and tell me about your dream, and we can catch up, too. I don’t have to work until five.

      

        

      
        Let me know as soon as you can.

        Wren

      

      

      I hit send and took a sip of tea, the warm brew pooling in my belly in the most pleasant sensation, despite the stuffiness of the small office. Cecily’s response came before I even put my mug back on the counter.

      
        
        Of course you can use my phone for your interview! That’s so exciting. Congratulations. The stars must be aligning for you. This is my first weekday off in months. I’ll bring lunch, yeah? See you tomorrow.

        C

      

      

      I wasn’t about to tell Cecily to come later than lunchtime, that tomorrow was one of the few days I was able to sleep in. If she was going to let me use her phone, and even bring me food, I didn’t care how many hours I would be running on when she arrived. I sent her a quick note of thanks before pulling up the email from Moonseed Manor.

      
        
        Dear Mr. Bennings,

      

        

      
        Thank you for reaching out to me about the photographer job I applied for. I would be happy to do a telephone interview with you tomorrow (Friday). I am free any time before 4:30 p.m. Please let me know what time works for you, and what number you would like me to call.

      

        

      
        I look forward to speaking with you.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Katherine Mabry

      

      

      I reread my email to make sure there weren’t any typos. The air whistled through my nostrils and my chest expanded as I took a deep breath. Then I hit the send button.

      A real photography job… I wished I hadn’t already cleaned the motel rooms—so difficult was it to sit still while my mind whirled with possible outcomes.

      I’d almost forgotten what hope felt like; I’d almost forgotten what a crushed hope felt like. That isn’t to say I’d been depressed. It was more that I could see the path in front of me, and there had been no surprises, no unexpected chances. Work as much as I could, pay my bills, help support Izzy. There was no room for dreams in that space. There was barely room to take a breath.

      I tried to temper my emotions, my natural tendency to long for more. An interview isn’t a job offer. And besides, the terms of the job could be bad. They didn’t give an explanation as to the job duties online. I might not even want it once I know more about it. And why would a place like this want an underqualified candidate like me anyway? Is there something wrong with them, or are they that desperate?

      Appropriately sobered, I pulled a motel notepad and pen, which sat beside the keyboard, toward me and began writing questions for my interview. Moonseed Manor wasn’t anywhere near here. If I was going to even think about taking this job—if it was offered to me—then I needed to be very sure it was worth moving for. It needed to be worth taking the risk of leaving my apartment and two jobs. Because once those threads were cut, they would be difficult—or impossible—to join back together.

      I tapped my pen against the notepad, staring down at the few questions I’d written. I pursed my lips. Is this enough? Dropping the pen on the pad, I turned back to the computer and typed “Moonseed Manor” into the search engine. If I was going to have informed questions for Mr. Bennings, I needed to do more research about the place.

      The top results were the hotel’s sparse website and a few job-hunting networks, nothing that really told me anything more than what I already knew.

      I was on the third page of search results before I found something different. The blue hyperlink promised “The Most Haunted Mansions in the United States” from a site called Ghosties and Ghoulies.

      Tilting my head, I clicked on the link and was directed to a blog post. The website’s background was black, and the gentle sound of rain trickled through the computer’s crackling speakers.

      
        
        Welcome back, my long-legged beasties. As promised, I’ve compiled a list of all of the creepiest, crawliest, spine-tingling-est haunted mansions in the United States. You know me, I’m always up for a scream, so most of these are places I’ve actually visited (and of course I’ve included some of my most intriguing photos). But I also included a few honorable mentions that are on my to-visit list.

      

      

      I scrolled down the list. Helpfully, the name of each mansion was formatted as a bold heading, so I was able to skim fairly quickly. I didn’t pay any mind to the grainy pictures of supposed ghosts caught on camera but kept scrolling. Just when I was thinking of using the find function, my eyes landed on the heading “Moonseed Manor.” I yelped aloud when a clap of thunder erupted from the speakers as lightning flashed across the screen.

      But my alarm was only momentary, and I rolled my eyes at the foolishness of being startled by a website’s background. Refocusing on the blog post, I read the entry for Moonseed Manor.

      
        
        And finally, I would lose all respect for myself if I didn’t mention the elusive Moonseed Manor. You read that right. I said elusive. Even among ghost hunters, this place is a myth. Oh, it’s real enough. The mansion is on Nightfall Island in Lake Ontario. But details on its history are hard to come by. The Bennings family has never allowed visitors on their island—at least not in my lifetime. (Believe me, I’ve tried.) If that wasn’t suspicious enough, some strange whispers have sometimes reached the mainland in the form of ferrymen who bring supplies to the island. Are they all just seamen’s tales? Who knows?

      

        

      
        UPDATE: It has recently come to my attention that Moonseed Manor is being turned into a hotel. It is not yet clear when it will be open to guests, but you can believe this hunter will be the first to check in.

      

      

      A shiver ran over my skin and goose bumps raised the hair on my arms. I clicked my tongue and sighed. “Oh, come on,” I chided myself, closing the browser. I didn’t believe in ghosts, not that I hadn’t been open to the idea. After my father had died, Cecily and I had broken out her spirit board a few times. No matter how much I’d hoped, how much I’d pleaded, my father had never established contact with us. And if he hadn’t come back to reassure me, then there was no possible way ghosts were real.

      But as my momentary fear subsided, the normal anxiety that comes from having an impending interview took its place. The closer I got to the end of my shift, the more nervous I became about whether I would get Mr. Bennings’s response while I still had access to a computer.

      But I needn’t have worried. An email from Mr. Bennings confirming the time and telephone number of my interview came through with plenty of time to spare before my shift was over. I wrote the number atop the paper on which I’d written my questions.

      I was grateful that I had a shift at the diner that night. The ride let me blow off some of my nervous energy, and the busy flow of late-night customers gave my mind something to focus on. The cherry on top was that I was so tired by the time I reached my apartment the next morning that I couldn’t be bothered to worry about my interview that afternoon. I just showered and collapsed onto my bed, asleep not a minute after my head hit the pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER VI.

          

        

      

    

    
      A loud pounding on my door woke me from a dead sleep. I gasped, my eyes flying open and darting around the room. I sighed out my surprise, the lump in my throat settling into my stomach when I realized that Cecily must have arrived. A quick glance at my alarm clock told me I’d gotten just over four hours of sleep.

      “Coming,” I croaked, not sure it was even loud enough for her to hear.

      My bare feet thumped on the floor as I hurried to answer, and I hoped my downstairs neighbor was at work so I wouldn’t receive a passive-aggressive letter shoved under my door later.

      When I opened the door, Cecily stood in the hallway, the swept bangs of her smooth, nut-brown hair falling over half her face as she looked down at the goodies she juggled in her hands.

      I reached out and grabbed the cup carrier when it wobbled. Glancing up, her green eyes sparkled as she smiled brightly at me.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      I tilted my head at the bakery box, which she secured between her hands now that one was free. “Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

      Her grin widened. “I thought we could celebrate with some mini éclairs since we haven’t seen each other in a while.”

      “But Weinrich’s is like forty minutes from here. You didn’t have to go to all that trouble.”

      Cecily shrugged, rolling her eyes upward. “Well…if you don’t want them, I can always⁠—”

      “Now you’re just talking nonsense. Come in, and let’s see how many we can eat until we burst.”

      Cecily chuckled. “That’s the Wren I know and love.”

      I stepped aside for her to enter, and she did so without hesitation, walking with that same sure-footed confidence she’d always had as if she understood everything about the world and how she fit into it.

      While I placed the drink carrier on the kitchen counter, she settled cross-legged in the center of the floor.

      “Oh, the one with the drink stirrer in the lid is yours. I got you a chai latte,” she informed me.

      I removed the two cups from the holder and carried them to where she sat, then I joined her on the floor, offering her the cup she hadn’t described. “Thanks,” I said, not at all surprised that she remembered what I’d always ordered at the university’s café.

      She looked around me to the blank wall where Sienna’s stuff used to be. “Uh, what’s going on here? Did Sienna move out?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, she moved in with her boyfriend, leaving me with all the bills.”

      Cecily’s green eyes flashed, and she clicked her tongue in disgust. “Do you want me to put a hex on her?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

      “If you say so,” she muttered, taking a sip of her coffee.

      “So how’s work? You said you haven’t had a real day off in a while?” I asked, trying to dispel her irritation.

      She took the bait with gusto. “Oh my gods! It’s insane. One of the vet techs is on maternity leave, and another is taking a round-the-world honeymoon vacation or something. I seriously think he was in Nepal last week. Yeah, it was Nepal. I saw the pictures online. And then another one just quit without notice. So, needless to say, we’re completely overrun with work.”

      I frowned, nodding in sympathy to Cecily’s situation. “That doesn’t sound great.”

      “Yeah, but at least the other vets are stepping up, so I’m not the only one helping the techs out. And we’re interviewing another one next week, so that should help.”

      I took a sip of latte before asking, “And what about that guy you were seeing? Are you still a thing?”

      Cecily tilted her head. “Which guy?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. How many are there? The one with the fluffy dog.”

      “Hot Pomeranian Dad? Oh, that was over weeks ago.”

      “Aww, you seemed to like him. What happened?”

      Cecily blew out a sigh, her hair fluttering as she did so. “He kept bugging me to go to church. I told him that I didn’t care if he was Christian or whatever, that his religion was his own personal thing. But he didn’t give me the same courtesy. I think his
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