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FOR JAY,

WHO ALWAYS BELIEVED I COULD DO ANYTHING—

EVEN THIS.
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THE STORM THAT TORE THROUGH KNOBB’S FERRY WAS UNLIKE ANY that Zee Puckett had ever seen in all her eleven years. The wind lashed at the tree branches that knocked against her windows. The trunks groaned, straining in the wind that howled up the road. The sky exploded in lightning, so much that it seemed to be coming from one hundred different clouds, and then seconds later a clap of thunder would shake the whole house. It felt like a bad dream. Zee sat by her bedroom window all night long, blanket wrapped around her, watching the streets turn into rivers, mud churning and sloshing up against parked cars. The whole thing was downright witchy, and Zee delighted in every second of it.

You see, nothing exciting ever happened in Knobb’s Ferry. It was a small town nestled in the mountains. No one spectacular had ever come from there, and nothing spectacular had ever happened. It was the sort of place that people called “sleepy,” but to Zee it was more than sleepy. It was comatose. Which was what made this storm the most exciting thing that had happened in a very long time. The second most exciting thing was when Catherine Cooke discovered she had a peanut allergy at the Summer Fair and her face got all swollen and they had to call an ambulance. But that was nothing compared to this storm. Zee reasoned that with the streets being nothing but mud-soaked ruins, at least one building in town had certainly washed away.

She prayed it was the school.

Just north of Knobb’s Ferry was a much bigger town, famous for being the home of the classic ghost story about a headless horseman and the knock-kneed Ichabod Crane. Lots of folks came to visit that town. Sometimes they stopped at Knobb’s Ferry to get gas on the way, or for a slice of pie at the diner, but they always left after that. That seemed to be the thing about Knobb’s Ferry. It wasn’t the sort of place you stuck with. It was the sort of place you moved on from. In fact, Zee’s parents had also moved on—but in a much different way. Now it was just Zee and her sister, Abigail, who was ten years older than her. Abby worked in the diner, and Zee spent a lot of time there practicing her storytelling skills on the people who passed through. Sometimes if they liked the tale enough, they bought her a slice of pie too. It seemed that was the most you could get out of Knobb’s Ferry, a one-horse town with nothing but a pizza shop, a library, one traffic light, and a cemetery. The cemetery was the only part Zee cared about. It was old and huge and macabre—a new word she learned that meant ghastly and ghoulish. Just like Zee’s favorite stories.

The morning after the storm, the street awash with mud and tree branches, Zee bounded down the steps from her bedroom into the kitchen, where her sister was putting together lunch. The house was an old creaky thing, drafty in the winter and stifling in the summer, even with all the windows thrown open. Only fall and spring ever felt remotely comfortable.

“No school today,” Zee said cheerfully. “They announced it on the radio!”

“Yes, I know.”

“And you’re not happy about it.”

“No, because even though you don’t have school, I still have work. Figures the diner is the only restaurant in town with its own generator,” Abby said with a sigh as she rummaged through the fridge. She adjusted her long black hair in a ponytail. Zee thought that her sister, Abby, was super pretty, but as she always told Zee, she was too busy holding things together to date. Or to care about how she looked. The biggest difference between the girls was that while Abby had coal-black hair, Zee had the opposite. The exact opposite, in fact. Zee’s hair was white. She was a towhead, or flaxen-haired. Most kids Zee knew that had hair like hers grew out of it by the time they started school. Zee’s hair, on the other hand, seemed to double down and stay white year after year. Having bone-white hair didn’t help at school, where the other kids were quick to jump at any opportunity to tease her.

“And,” Abby said, throwing some Tupperware in a plastic bag, “if I have work, that means you’re coming to the diner.”

All the excitement fizzled out of Zee like a wet firecracker. “No, Abby, please.”

“You can’t stay here.”

“I can! I promise. I won’t go anywhere or do anything. I’ll stay here, reading books all day, and when you get home, I’ll have dinner made.”

Abby made a face. Hand on her hip, she said, “You never make dinner.”

“I will, though!” Zee said with enthusiasm. “I can make spaghetti . . . or cereal or . . . something.” Truth was Zee had never even boiled water, but how hard could it be? You just stick it in a pot, right?

“Get your shoes on. I’m going to be late.”

“Abby, please. I’m old enough to stay home.”

But Abby ignored her, moving though the cluttered, in-desperate-need-of-a-cleaning house. With it being just the two of them, and Abby working double shifts at the diner, things like cleaning took a back seat, even though technically it was Zee’s job. But Zee’s theory on cleaning was simple: What’s the point? It’s just going to get dirty again so you might as well leave it.

As Abby dug around looking for her keys, swearing the whole time that they were on the coffee table last night, Zee followed her, arguing about why she should be able to stay home. Truth be told, it was a rather convincing list. She was already on her ninth point when Abby, moving a pile of clean but unfolded laundry from the couch to the love seat, yelled in frustration, “Zera Delilah Puckett, get your shoes on right NOW!”

It took everything Zee had not to respond. She kept her face as still as possible even though underneath she was fuming. Having white hair was an inconvenience in sixth grade. But a nickname? A nickname was the kind of thing kids at school latched on to—something you couldn’t run from, taunting jeers in the hallways. Which was why Zee hated her full name, and her sister knew that. As the kids at school had proved, it was far too easy to turn Zera into Zero.

“Abigail,” Zee said calmly. “I would like to stay home. I have no school today, and I’m old enough to take care of myself. You already made me lunch.” She pointed at the brown paper sack on the kitchen table. “I have plenty of books to read. I will not leave the house, and I will lock the door after you. I’ve been really good lately.”

This, Zee realized, was debatable, but she continued, “And I think I deserve this opportunity to prove myself.” She stood with her hands behind her back, balanced on the tips of her toes as if looking taller would translate into being more responsible. But Abby didn’t notice—she continued to wander around the house looking for her keys.

“They were right here before,” she muttered. She glanced up at the clock on the wall. “I’m going to be late. Again.”

Since Zee knew there was nothing that Abby hated more than being late, she counted slowly in her head. It was crucial to get the timing right. As she got to twenty and heard Abby groan and flip over a couch cushion, she knew she was at that sweet spot.

“Abby,” Zee said as innocently as possible.

Her sister ignored her, continuing to send the entire living room into chaos in her hunt for those keys.

“Abby?”

“They were right here, five minutes ago. This is ridiculous!”

“Abby?”

“WHAT?” Abby said fiercely. She was frazzled and late and, Zee could see, not in the mood for any of this. Which, of course, made her ripe for the emotional picking.

“I found your keys,” Zee said, holding them out in her hand. She debated offering a small shy smile but decided that would be too much.

“You . . .” Abby’s shoulder slumped as the anger seeped out of her. “Thank you, Zee.”

Zee looked down at the ground, trying as hard as possible to be adorable.

Her sister sighed. “You promise not to leave?”

Zee perked up. “I promise.”

“If I call, you’ll pick up?”

“Unless I’m in the bathroom, for sure.”

“Don’t turn on the stove,” Abigail said, heading toward the door. Zee followed, nodding, the giddiness of a whole day ahead of her tingling through her bones. “Don’t open the door for strangers.”

“Of course not. Though your chances of being murdered by someone you know are far greater.”

“You open that door for anyone and I’ll murder you.”

“Exactly my point.”

When she reached the door, Abby turned and looked at Zee with doubtful eyes. Zee straightened up. If she could have manufactured a briefcase and suit she would have. “Don’t make me regret this.”

“Never,” Zee said, throwing her arms around her sister. She wagered this might have been a touch too far, but Abby relaxed into her hug and she knew the deal was done.

“I love you,” Abby said, kissing the top of her head.

“I love you more.”

Abby smiled. It was what their father always said. What was amazing was that Abby still failed to realize that it only came out of Zee’s mouth as a way to twist her sister’s emotions into delicate little knots.

“Lock this door,” Abby said on her way out.

“Will do. See you for dinner.”

When the door shut, Zee got up on tiptoes and peeked through the peephole and watched her sister descend the front steps, navigate the river of dried-up mud, and get in the car. It took three attempts, but finally the old thing started and Abby backed down the drive and turned onto Hickory Lane. Once she was far enough from the house, Zee ran upstairs, put on her jeans, her favorite T-shirt, and her hoodie and then crammed her feet into her boots. She threw the lunch her sister made her into her backpack, and faster than you can say “boo,” she was out the door and on her way to Elijah’s house.
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ELIJAH WATSON TURNER—NEVER EVER ELI—WAS ZEE’S BEST AND ONLY friend. Elijah moved to Knobb’s Ferry when they were in the second grade, and the two of them became thick as thieves. It was a symbiotic relationship—they each brought what the other needed. Zee needed someone to listen to all her stories. Elijah needed to hear them, even if he sometimes listened with his hands over his ears.

Her boots already muddy, she approached Elijah’s house on the corner. It was the exact same layout as her own house, with the exception of one extra step leading downstairs, a fact that quite literally tripped Zee up when they were younger.

“Elijah,” Zee called, banging on the door. “You home?”

When the door opened, Elijah stood there—pudgy-faced, sleepy-eyed, his hair faded up the sides until it puffed out into an Afro. He yawned. “What are you doing here, Zee?”

“What do you mean? We have no school today! Let’s go.”

“I hardly slept last night because of that storm.”

“Same! Wasn’t it great? It was like something out of a horror story. Now, come on, get your boots on. We’re going to the cemetery.”

“The cemetery? Why?”

Zee leaned in until her nose was pressed flat against the mesh of the screen door and with a smile said, “Because this storm probably pulled half the coffins out of the ground. Let’s go!” She bounded down the steps without waiting for a reply.

“I don’t know.” Elijah said. “That sounds . . .”

“It sounds amazing,” Zee said over her shoulder. “Come on, we have the whole day!”

Elijah chewed his lip and Zee gave him her most confident smile. She knew he would give in. He always did.

“Um . . . okay, let me see,” Elijah said, disappearing from the door. Within a few minutes, Zee could hear the deep baritone of Elijah’s father’s voice. She sighed. How many times did she have to tell him that it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission? When Elijah did appear, he had the same nervous expression he always wore after speaking to his father, but he had his coat on. They were silent as he followed her down his front porch.

“You okay?” Zee asked as they turned off his street.

“Fine.”

Zee knew that tone and knew it was best to let it go. There was always tension between Elijah and his father. Most of it was because Elijah was a little on the bigger side and hated sports, while his father used to be a football player and still had the body to prove it—the rest, Zee assumed, was probably Elijah’s friendship with her. Elijah’s father wasn’t a fan of Zee, mostly because she had a talent for landing in the principal’s office. There was no point in talking about either of those things now, though, so instead Zee told him a new story she’d been working on as they sloshed through the mud to the cemetery.

“This rich old baron was hosting a party at his big mansion on the hill. One of his guests asked him if he had ever seen a ghost. While some of the other guests laughed, the old man turned serious. ‘Seen a ghost,’ he asked, putting a thoughtful hand to his chin. ‘Of course I have.’ The other men in the room went silent,” Zee said, picking her way around a downed tree, Elijah just behind her. “Dead silent.”

“So,” Zee continued, “the old baron told this story. ‘When I was a young man at college,’ he said, ‘I had a terrible case of insomnia. For what seemed like weeks on end, I couldn’t sleep. During this time, I would lie awake at night and see things. Shadows and light would come together to form strange illusions. Tricks of the eye. But one night it was more than that. One evening, as I read by the fire, I saw in the shadows a pair of eyes. Bulging, veiny, bloodshot eyes with drooping lids. I closed my own eyes in horror, but no matter what I did, the eyes stared back at me. There was no face, mind you. Not one that I could see. Nothing but those rheumy eyes.’”

“Nice vocabulary word,” Elijah said.

“Right? It’s when eyes are all slimy. Like with mucus.”

“Yes, I know,” Elijah said, causing Zee to scowl as they neared the cemetery. She hated how Elijah always liked to subtly bring up how he was in all the advanced classes.

“So the old man says, ‘I couldn’t get away from those eyes. I moved. I changed jobs. I did everything I could, but those eyes just followed me each night.’ ‘What did you do?’ one of the guests asked. ‘Nothing,’ the old baron said. ‘One day it just stopped. I put it out of my mind, you see. In fact I haven’t thought about those old eyes in quite some time.’ The baron got up and crossed the room to the fireplace. Above it was a large mirror, and when he looked up, he screamed in terror!”

At this point Zee screamed so loud that Elijah nearly leaped out of his skin.

“What is wrong with you?” he said, catching his breath.

“The old man looked in the mirror and said, ‘The eyes! They’re back!’ And fell over dead from a heart attack.”

Elijah made a face. “I don’t get it.”

Zee sighed, her shoulders slumping. “They were his own eyes. That’s what he saw all those years ago. His own soon-to-be-a-dead-man’s eyes.”

“Oh!” Elijah said. “That was a good one, Zee, but I think it needs a little more work. You need to make it obvious that they were the same eyes. I don’t think listeners would immediately think he was haunting himself. But you should work on this one. It’s got potential.”

Zee smiled. This was why she liked trying her stories out on Elijah. He always made them better.

They slipped through the wrought-iron gates of the cemetery and picked their way through the mud. There were a few downed trees, as well as toppled-over headstones. They tried to pick a few up, but they were far too heavy. The steep hillside was now just a mud slide, which they attempted to coast down like skiers, but their boots got stuck. Much to Zee’s disappointment there wasn’t one exhumed coffin. They ate their lunch on one of the stone benches.

“Remember when we used to play hide-and-seek here?” Zee asked.

“Sure,” Elijah said, watching a flock of birds cross the sky. “That was when we were kids.”

“Oh, I know,” Zee said as breezily as possible. Sometimes it felt like time was going too fast. Soon they would be teenagers. And while Zee sometimes looked forward to that, many other times she missed things from her childhood. How much easier everything was back when it was just her and Elijah playing games as third graders. Now that they were in sixth grade, everything seemed like it had gotten more complicated.

“But . . .” She hesitated. “. . . it was still fun.”

“Are you serious, Zee?” Elijah said with an eye roll.

“What? Is there someone here to judge you? I’m just saying. It was fun when we could still do that.”

Elijah smiled, and before she could think, he sprang up, smacked her arm, and yelled, “You’re it,” and took off down the hillside.

Zee cursed under her breath and then started counting, unable to stop the smile on her face.

When she got to ten, she screeched, “I’m gonna find you, Elijah Watson Turner!” She searched everywhere, jumping out and yelling “boo” when she rounded the first mausoleum—but Elijah was nowhere to be found. She trotted around the pond at the center of the graveyard and peeked behind all the big wide tree trunks. It wasn’t until she got to the newer section of the cemetery that she stopped. The gate was open. He must have gone in there.

Go, Zee told herself. But her feet wouldn’t move. Everything felt locked and rigid and suddenly it was hard to breathe. A flock of birds burst out of a nearby tree, and Zee jumped. Stop being so scared, she told herself. You’re not afraid of anything.

This was true for the most part. Zee wasn’t scared of ghost stories; in fact, they were her favorite. She wasn’t scared of spiders or monsters or the dark or even dying. But no matter what she did, she couldn’t get her feet to move one step forward into the new part of the cemetery. Next to the gate was a large weeping willow tree, and its limbs swayed gently, as if daring her to go in.

A cold wind whipped up, sending leaves across the path in front of her. The sun moved behind a storm cloud, suddenly covering the cemetery in shadows. Something inside her turned cold. She spun around, sure someone was watching her. Her fingertips started to tingle as her eyes bounced from shadow to shadow, stone to stone. Her heart was in her stomach. Something felt . . . wrong.

Off.

“Elijah?” she said softly. “Is that you?”

There was a large black shadow that seemed to move from one gravestone to the next, creeping closer to her. It looked like a dark hunched thing, crawling on all fours across the grass inching closer to her. She told herself it was just Elijah, but she knew that Elijah didn’t move like that. No human moved like that.

The shadow dipped behind a large headstone with a solemn angel carved on top and then seemed to vanish before appearing again behind another large cross, growing and oozing until the shadow had doubled, now twice the size of the cross.

As it got closer, the shadow morphed into a thing with four legs, a large humped back, shaggy ragged fur, a sloping snout. It was bigger than any dog she’d ever seen in her life, and it moved with the grace and confidence of a wolf. As it crept closer, ducking in and out of the shadows, Zee could swear it was watching her. Just a stray, she told herself. Someone’s lost dog.

The creature crept closer, coming out of the shadows. It stopped and lifted its huge head. She could see its fangs jutting out of its snout, lips curled back in a snarl. When it looked at her, her heart froze solid in her chest.

She blinked, but nothing changed.

The dog . . . hound . . . wolf had bloodred eyes—not just the pupil, but actual streaks of blood running from its eyes, down its ragged fur, staining its jutting teeth. It stood there still as a statue, those red eyes fixed on her, watching as if daring her to make a move.

As if daring her to even try to run.

When her scream finally clawed its way up her throat, it didn’t take long for Elijah to come running out of the new section of the cemetery.

“What happened?” he asked. Zee wrenched her eyes off the hound and turned to her friend. “Why were you screaming like that?”

Zee looked back to where the dog had been, but it was gone.

“I saw . . .”

“What did you see?”

As her heart banged around in her chest, the word she wanted was right on her tongue.

A demon. She saw a demon.

But instead she said, “A . . . dog.”

Elijah started to laugh. “A dog got you screaming like a baby?”

“Shut up, Elijah,” Zee said, squeezing her hands so he wouldn’t notice how they shook.

“Has the Great Unspookable Zee finally found her terror?” He was doubled over at this point. “Scared of a dog!”

“Listen to me,” Zee said. “It wasn’t a normal dog. It was huge. Like a wolf. And it had . . .” She swallowed, knowing how this was going to sound. But she’d seen it with her own two eyes. “It had red eyes. Bleeding red eyes.”

Elijah smiled. “Is this another one of your stories?”

“It’s not a story, Elijah. I really saw it.”

“Sure,” he said with a smirk. “I have to get home. My dad is going to kill me. Let’s cut through the new section and take the other gate down by Main Street.” He headed toward the willow tree.

“Wait, no,” Zee said. The thought of stepping one foot past that willow tree was too much for her to bear. Her father once told her that willow trees grew in the spots that weeping mothers died. When she asked what they were weeping for, he said, “Their children.” She pushed the thought out of her head. It was too much. “I want to go the way we came.”

“But that way’s farther.”

“You go wherever you want. I’m going the way we came,” Zee said. She’d had enough. She couldn’t shake the image of that bloody-eyed dog and it hurt that Elijah didn’t believe her. This is what happens when you’re always telling stories, Zee. Was her imagination just in overdrive, like her sister always told her it was?

She shook her head. No. She knew what she saw. It was real.

“Zee?” Elijah said. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. I just . . .” She looked up at the willow tree again. “I don’t want to go that way.”

“Because of the dog?”

“Yeah,” Zee lied. A breeze sent the willow tree’s branches toward her, stretching like hundreds of arms. Without thinking, she stepped back to avoid their touch.

“Okay,” Elijah said. “We’ll take the long way.” He said it like it was no big deal, and for that Zee was thankful.

On the walk home, Elijah told Zee the plot of the book he was reading—about some English girl who had a pet that could change shape. Something about fighting armored bears. There were no ghosts or monsters, so normally it wouldn’t have been the kind of thing Zee would have cared about. But today, after what happened, it was nice to be quiet for a change.

And even when she caught sight of another shadow out of the corner of her eye, she bit her tongue and tried to just listen.
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MOST EVERYTHING WAS CLEANED UP FROM THE STORM BY THE NEXT day, so that meant school was in session. Zee went through her morning trying not to think about the dog. While she knew what she’d seen in the cemetery, the farther she got from that moment the less real it seemed. It felt instead like something she’d watched on a movie screen. As the hours passed and day turned to night and night turned to day, she was mostly convinced that it had just been a trick of light. A shadow. It was probably just some poor old mangy thing that got loose in the storm and was lost. Poor thing was probably hungry. Or sick.

“Zera?”

In fact, she reasoned, by now someone would have probably put up a Lost Dog sign for the poor thing. With a reward. A hundred dollars for the safe return of . . . Pickles. Or Lucky. Or some other cute name like that.

“Zera!”

Zee jerked in her desk and snapped to attention in the classroom. “Yes?”

“It’s time to go,” Mr. Houston, her history teacher, said. The rest of the class was lined up near the door, jackets on, backpacks slouched on shoulders. Today was the trip upstate to the big library. How could she forget?

Knobb’s Ferry didn’t have much, but it had a library. Sadly, it was about the size of Zee’s living room and only had two computers. The ladies who volunteered there were nice enough, but Zee had gone through every book in the children’s section by the time she was in third grade. About an hour upstate in New Castle there was a real library. With three floors. It was the library that Zee always wanted to go to but rarely did. With Abby working as much as she did, it was hard to find the time to get all the chores and grocery shopping and homework done let alone an extra trip to the library. It was one of her favorite places on earth. And today, they were getting a backstage tour.

“I’m coming,” Zee said, scrambling to get up and get her coat out of the cupboard.

“A touch distracted?” Mr. Houston said.

Zee scowled, grabbed her things, and lined up at the door behind Nellie Bloom. Nellie was perfect, or at least she acted like she was. Her strawberry-blond hair in perfect curls, her dress perfectly matched to her shoes. Zee shuffled behind her in her jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt she already wore two . . . or maybe three . . . days in a row now. Nellie gave a condescending sniff because perfect Nellie, to be perfectly honest, hated Zee.

“Nice job, zoned out again, huh, Zero,” she said with a muffled laugh, making the shape of an O with her hand.

“Shut up, Nellie.”

And Zee, for the most part, hated her right back. It was a feud that had started a year earlier over something trivial. Since then it had blown up into an all-out war.

Mr. Houston led the classroom out to the waiting bus. The driver opened the door, and Mr. Houston said, “Where’s Principal McCaffery? I thought he was coming with us.”

“Beats me,” the driver said.

Mr. Houston gave a quick worried glance around the parking lot before muttering, “Strange,” under his breath. He turned back to his class. “Let’s go, kids.”

They loaded onto the bus, and Zee didn’t bother to search the rows for a familiar face. Elijah wasn’t taking this trip with them. He was in advanced classes, and they had their own, better field trips. Like to the city for museums and science centers. That’s what you got to do when you were really smart. Zee slipped into an open seat, scooting all the way in toward the window. Martin Pearsly sat down next to her, giving her a quick glance before burying his head in a book with a spaceship on the cover. Zee respected people that wanted to be left alone. She watched the landscape zip by, town turning into highway running past fields of grass. She let her mind wander back to a story she’d been thinking about and was deep into what Abby called “Planet Zee” by the time the bus pulled off the highway and dipped down the hill toward New Castle’s public library. It was right on the river, so as they pulled into the parking lot, light bounced off the water and lit the building up. She tried to remember the last time she’d been here. It had to be before her father left to find work upstate. For a brief moment, Zee couldn’t remember how long that had been. It felt like forever even though she knew it wasn’t.

The bus door hissed open, and the sixth-grade class clambered off.

“Okay, line up,” Mr. Houston was shouting as the class ignored him and gathered in groups. He finally got control of the situation and led them up the front steps toward the doors, where a woman in a red skirt and black blazer, hair in a braided halo, waited.

“Welcome to New Castle library,” she said, holding her arms wide. “I’m Mrs. Washington, one of the archivists. Today we are going to have a tour of the parts of the building that the public doesn’t usually get to see. But before we venture inside, I want you to take a look at the outside of the building. Notice anything interesting?”

Zee stared up at the wide, flat face of the building, two vast architectural wings jutting out on either side reaching back toward the water. There were quotes about reading carved into the walls and a large revolving door. Everyone near her shrugged and shuffled their feet.

“No one? For instance, the two wings on either side. Does that remind you of anything?”

Zee sighed and raised her hand. “An
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