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CHAPTER ONE

“Look on the bright side,” Dad said to my sister, Sophie, as he placed one hand on her shoulder and the other on mine. “You always wanted a horse.”

Sophie sighed. “Just because there’s a horse next door doesn’t make it mine.”

The horse was in the snowy field beside our new house. Dad, Sophie and I had spent the afternoon unloading the rental truck and unpacking boxes as Mom started putting things away. I’d walked in and out dozens of times, but I hadn’t noticed the horse before. It didn’t make a sound or move a muscle. It stood as still as a statue. I was beginning to wonder if the horse was actually alive, but then its tail swooshed side to side, just once.

“And even if that horse was mine,” Sophie continued, “I think I’d ask for my money back.”

I saw her point. The horse was jet black with a white spot on its forehead, but you’d never mistake it for Black Beauty. It was tall and should’ve been muscular, but its ribs were visible beneath its dull and matted coat. And I couldn’t tell for sure in the dim light, but I thought I saw some dark liquid trickling out of one nostril. Three of its ankles were white, while the fourth was as black as the rest of its body. I didn’t know the correct term for horse ankles but I knew Sophie would, so I asked her.
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“Horse ankles?” she laughed. “I think you mean pasterns, the part between the hoof and the fetlock.”

I didn’t bother asking what a fetlock was. Sophie knew more about horses than anyone I’d ever met, even though she was only ten and she’d never owned a horse or taken lessons. We’d gone riding for a few hours a handful of times, but that was all. She was horse crazy, had been ever since she was old enough to say “neigh.”

Dad picked a clump of tall, dead grass from under the old fence that separated our new house from the rickety farmhouse next door. He held the grass over the fence and whistled through his teeth, a high, piercing sound that hurt my ears a little.

“Here, girl,” he called to the horse, trying to entice it over. “Or boy. I don’t actually know what you are. Sophie, can you tell if it’s a girl or a boy?”

“I can see everything you can see from here,” Sophie said. “No, I can’t tell.”

The horse continued to stare at us. Swish-swish went its tail. Otherwise it didn’t move.

“What’s the matter?” Dad called across the field. “Did your mommy teach you not to take grass from a stranger or something?”

“Richard?” It was Mom. She was standing in the front doorway behind us with a confused look on her face. “Who are you talking to?”

“Our new neighbour,” Dad said.

Mom peered at the farmhouse. “New neighbour? Where?”

“There in the field,” I said, pointing. “Shadowfax.”

“Nice one, Matt!” Dad said. He ruffled my hair.

“Who?” Mom said, her frown deepening.

“Shadowfax,” I said. “You know, Gandalf’s horse.”

Dad was quick to join in the nerd fest I’d started. His voice rose as his excitement grew. “Descendant of Felaróf and Lord of the Mearas, the greatest horse breed in all of Middle-earth.”

“Half of what you both just said was English, and the other half was, well, I have no idea.” Mom looked to Sophie for support. “Do you have any clue what they’re talking about?”

“The Lord of the Rings, I think,” Sophie said. “But other than that, no. Not really, no.”

At thirteen, I’d read The Lord of the Rings three times and Dad and I had watched all the movies a dozen times. We’d even watched the director’s extended editions with hours of cut scenes added back in.

We were bona fide geeks and proud of it.

Mom was an auditor. Or something. I was never really sure what she did. She told me during breakfast one day, but I started thinking about the wallpaper in our kitchen, which was slightly more interesting. We had moved from Bracebridge to Courtice because of her job. She got a new one in Toronto auditing products or processes or numbers or whatever auditors audit. So we had to leave our totally awesome house to come to this bland suburban neighbourhood so she could be closer to the city.

Dad was an artist, so he could work pretty much anywhere. Although painting or sketching beside the creek that flowed through our old backyard had to be better for his muse than sitting under the baking sun in our new treeless yard, listening to barking dogs and crying babies and whatever radio station the neighbours listened to while mowing their lawns.

Mom finally spotted the horse. Its black hair was like camouflage against the darkening sky. “Look at that! In all the times we came out here to check on the progress of the house I never once saw a horse. Hey, Sophie, you always wanted a horse and now you live next door to one. Pretty cool, huh?”

Sophie looked like she was about to tell Mom the same thing she’d told Dad, but then she took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Yeah, Mom. Pretty cool.”

“You never know,” Mom said. “Maybe once the neighbours discover how much you love horses they’ll let you ride theirs.”

I looked at the farmhouse but didn’t see any sign of life other than the horse. No movement in the windows, no lights turned on, no car in the driveway. The house looked one hundred years old, easy. Maybe even older. It was as white as the snow that surrounded it. To the right of the door was a small white statue of a horse, and beside that was a porch swing that creaked back and forth slowly in the wind.

The other thing that caught my eye was a sign at the foot of the driveway. It read BRIAR PATCH FARM and had a silhouette of a horse in mid-run. I couldn’t picture the real horse of Briar Patch Farm running half as fast as the horse on the sign — it was far too sickly looking.

Around back was a large stable that had seen better days. It used to be red, but most of the paint had peeled off the wooden boards. I didn’t think the roof had much time left before it collapsed.

The house looked stubborn. Though I guess it wasn’t the house but whoever lived there that was stubborn. The old house sat surrounded on all sides by cookie-cutter homes in our newly built subdivision. All the other farmers who used to live in the area had sold their properties to developers, but not my new neighbours. They’d obviously refused to move, and now the white house, with its large field, stable and horse, stood out like a sore thumb.

My family and I looked at the house in silence for a moment or two. Cold wind blew snow along the street and froze my skin. It was the first day of March break and instead of spending the week skiing and snowboarding and skating with my friends like I’d done the past few years, I’d be spending it getting settled in my new home. Alone.

Mom shivered and hugged her arms to her body. “Brrr. It’s cold. Let’s go inside. Pizza’s about ready to come out of the oven.”

We all forgot about the horse — pizza, even frozen pizza, always had that effect on us — and followed my mother inside. But as we sat in a circle on the family-room floor, eating cardboardy pizza off paper plates that probably tasted about the same, I happened to look out the window. It was pitch-black outside, but I thought I saw two large eyes reflecting the light from the family room. There was a shadowy blur of movement, and then the eyes were gone.

“What is it, Matt?” Mom asked.

“Nothing.” I shook my head. “Nothing at all.”

But I had a feeling that wasn’t true.
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CHAPTER TWO

I woke up the next morning on the floor of my new room and stretched my back. It cracked loudly three times like a firecracker. Pop, pop, pop! Mom’s yoga mat and my old sleeping bag were nowhere near as good as my actual bed. All of our large furniture was being delivered later in the day.

I got up and walked slowly to the window. Mine was the only room with a view of Briar Patch Farm — Sophie’s window looked out onto the backyard and Mom and Dad’s faced the street. It had snowed overnight and the ground was covered by a blanket of white powder. There was no sign of the horse, not even a single hoofprint. It must’ve still been in the stable.

I looked at my watch. It was almost 9:30. I thought that was a little strange. I’d always heard farmers get up stupid early. The horse should have been let out of the stable to stretch its legs by now.

I pulled on my jeans from the day before and my favourite Batman T-shirt (it said WWBD? — What Would Batman Do? — above the logo) and I made my way downstairs to the kitchen. Sophie and Mom were sitting on moving boxes packed with books, each holding a cereal bowl in one hand and spooning mouthfuls of Cheerios with the other.

“Morning, champ,” Dad said. He was standing at the counter, and although our kitchen cupboards and fridge were mostly bare, he was wearing his apron. It was black with yellow writing: COME TO THE DARK SIDE — WE HAVE COOKIES. “I’m afraid I couldn’t make my traditional Sunday morning pancakes, but can I interest you in a bowl of cereal? We have a fine selection of Cheerios, Rice Krispies and Corn Flakes.”

“Cheerios sounds good,” I said, taking a seat on a third box.

“Coming right up.”

“How’d you sleep?” Mom asked.

“Not too well. I miss my bed.”

“Me too,” Sophie added.

“It’ll be better tonight after the movers come,” Mom said.

“You know,” Dad said, handing me a bowl of cereal and a spoon, “you two kids don’t need to stick around to help us today. I’m going to go grocery shopping and your mom is going to keep unpacking. You could head out and get to know the neighbourhood a little, if you’d like.”

I shrugged. “If my friends were here I’d go tobogganing.”

“So take your sister.”

I turned to Sophie. “You wanna go?”

“Does a one-legged duck swim in circles?” Sophie said.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said with a laugh. Our grandpa liked weird expressions, and that one was one of his favourites — Sophie’s too.

We finished breakfast, dug our winter clothes out of moving boxes (it wasn’t too difficult; Mom had labelled everything), found our toboggans in the garage and were off.

But we stopped at the end of our driveway. We had no idea where the closest hill was.

“Um, what do you think? Right or left?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Sophie said. Then she pointed across the street and said, “Look!”

Two boys had walked out of their house. They looked like marshmallows in puffy winter coats and tuques and gloves, just like us. They each grabbed a toboggan from the side of their house, and then one of the boys spotted us.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” the older boy responded. He looked about my age, and the other kid looked to be about Sophie’s age.

“We just moved in,” I said. “Is it cool if we follow you to the toboggan hill?”

“Sorry,” the oldest boy said. “We’re not going tobogganing.”

I frowned. “Oh, um, really? It’s just, you’ve got toboggans and …”

Sophie slapped my chest with the back of her hand. “They’re messing with you, Matt.”

I stopped talking and noticed that the boys were both smiling and laughing. “Ah, I get it,” I said.

“Yeah, sure, you can come with us,” the older boy said. “I’m Nick, and this is my little brother, Chris.”

We introduced ourselves and followed them. I glanced at the farmhouse beside ours as we passed it. The blinds were drawn tight and there was no one around. The house looked like it was hibernating for the winter.

“Have you guys lived here long?” I asked.

“We moved in October. So what’s that? Four months?” Nick said.

“Five,” Chris corrected.

“Thanks, baby brother.”

“You know I don’t like it when you call me that.”

“Sorry. I’ll never call you brother again, baby.”

Chris sighed, but he didn’t seem genuinely upset. I had the feeling they teased each other a lot, but it was all in good humour.

“How far is the hill?” Sophie asked.

“It’s behind Courtice Public School, just up ahead — is that your new school?” Chris asked Sophie.

She nodded. I’d be going to a junior high school that was attached to the secondary school across town. But neither of us was thrilled about changing schools with only three months left in the school year.

“I go there too,” Chris continued. “Anyway, there’s a forest behind the school, with a path that leads to a hill. It’s not huge, but there are never any little kids or parents there, so it’s cool.”

Just like Chris had said, we cut through the school’s playground, entered a small path between some pine trees and walked a short distance through the woods until we reached a small clearing with a hill.

“This. Is. Awesome,” Sophie said.

“Wicked!” I said. I hadn’t expected to find anything like it in the suburbs. It had only taken us seven or eight minutes to walk there, but it felt like we were back in Bracebridge, back in the country. The forest cut off all sights and sounds from the neighbourhood, and the hill wasn’t as small as I’d imagined. We had the hill to ourselves and the snow was completely undisturbed — no one had tobogganed yet.

“Last one down is a rotten egg!” Sophie shouted. She flopped down on her toboggan and sped down the hill alone.

“Who’s it gonna be?” I called and tried to catch my sister.

Chris joined me and Sophie at the bottom of the hill and Nick, the rotten egg himself, came in last.

“You guys are weird,” Nick said with a smile.

“Thank you,” Sophie replied.

“You’ll fit right in in this neighbourhood,” Chris said.

“Too soon,” Nick said. “It’s their first day.”

Chris stood up. “Don’t you think it’s better they know sooner rather than later?”

Nick shrugged.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “What are you guys talking about?”

“Well, the cat’s out of the bag now,” Nick said. “You might as well tell them.”

Chris opened his mouth, paused, then spoke slowly and deliberately as if weighing each word. “Did you notice anything odd about the house next to yours?”

“Yes,” I said. “There was a horse in the field last night, but it was barely moving. I think I saw it staring at us through the window last night. It was kind of creepy.”

“Creepy. That horse is way more than creepy,” Chris said.

“Why?”

“Because there is no horse,” Chris said. “Well, that’s not exactly right. There used to be a horse there.”

“Used to be?” Sophie asked.

“Fifteen or twenty years ago,” Nick said. “Real tall and black as night.”

“What happened to it?” I asked. “Did the owners move or something?”

“No,” Chris said. “It died.”
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CHAPTER THREE

Sophie took a sip of hot chocolate and, with a chocolate moustache coating her upper lip, declared, “Needs more marshmallows.”

We were sitting in Nick and Chris’s kitchen, slowly warming up. My cheeks throbbed and my fingers and toes tingled. We’d taken our toboggans down the hill only a few more times before heading back.

“Help yourself,” Nick said, sliding a yellow bag of No Name marshmallows across the table to my sister.

Sophie drank half of her hot chocolate to free up some space in the mug, then dumped nearly a dozen marshmallows in. Mr. and Mrs. Russo, Nick and Chris’s parents, were out, so there weren’t any grown-ups around to tell us not to eat too much junk.

“So how do you guys know the horse died years ago if you’ve only been here five months?” I asked.

“All the kids talk about it at school,” Chris said. “Most think it’s just an old, nearly-dead horse, but some people think it’s a ghost. I even heard one kid say it was a zombie because there’s no such thing as ghost horses. It’s like a local legend.”

“How did the horse die?” Sophie asked. “According to the legend.”

“I’ve heard a few different stories,” Nick said. “Some people say the horse died in a fire, which can’t be true because the stable is still there and it looks pretty old. Others say the family that lives in the house went bankrupt and chopped the horse up into bits and sold it for glue.”

“That’s also ridiculous,” Chris said. “Horses don’t make glue. Do they?”

Sophie nodded glumly. Chris looked shocked, then queasy. Then he shrugged it off and shoved a handful of marshmallows into his mouth.

Nick continued, “The story most people believe is that a couple of kids, two brothers, waited for nightfall then led the horse out of the stable and took it for a joyride in the woods behind the school. Then, when they were done with it …” Nick paused and ran his thumb across his throat.

“They killed the horse? Why?” Sophie said.

Nick shrugged.

“What happened to the brothers?” I asked, my throat dry. I took a sip of hot chocolate but it didn’t help.

“I don’t know if I should tell you,” Nick said.

“Come on, you can’t just leave us hanging,” I said.

“Well, I’ll spare you the graphic details, but they were found dead in their beds one morning. Their bodies had been trampled as if by a horse.”

“You didn’t tell them the best part!” Chris said excitedly.

I didn’t know how there was a “best part” of this story, but Chris was only too happy to fill us in.

“The kids lived in an old house that was torn down before this subdivision was built, and their house was next door to the farmhouse with the horse. Right where you live now!”

As I had expected, I failed to see how that was the best part of the story. And judging by the look on my sister’s face, so did she. But the rational side of me remembered that it was just a story. It was probably a big exaggeration or even totally made up. And even if it was true, what did it matter?

I loved fantasy and horror movies, but I didn’t actually believe in ghosts. Real life wasn’t like that. There was no such thing as poltergeists. Ouija boards were just a toy. And a ghost horse? Please.

Whoever lived on Briar Patch Farm had probably replaced the horse, that’s all. As far as I was concerned, that was the most likely story and I was happy to leave it at that.

***

After we had finished our hot chocolate, we played a few games of Kill Screen — a video game that was impossible to beat. Surprise, surprise — we didn’t beat it. Not even close. Nick and I exchanged phone numbers before Sophie and I left. It was nearly lunchtime, and although Mom and Dad had said we didn’t need to help, I felt like we should at least check in to see how things were going. Sophie wanted to stay a little longer, but I said Dad would probably make her favourite lunch: grilled cheese sandwiches and chicken noodle soup.

The moving truck had arrived and a couple of guys were carrying our furniture into the house through the garage. Sophie and I crossed the street together, she a few steps behind me.

“That stuff they said about the kids being trampled to death by a horse was a little far-fetched,” I said. “But let’s stay away from that farmhouse — the horse too — until we know a little more. Okay?”

Sophie didn’t answer. I turned around. Sophie was gone.

“Sophie?” I called out.

The wind shrieked in response.

I looked back at the Russos’ house. Sophie wasn’t there. I looked up and down the street. I didn’t see Sophie on the road or sidewalk. I was starting to get a little worried. Then I finally spotted her.

She was standing on the front porch of the farmhouse.

“Sophie? What are you doing?”

She didn’t answer. She put her hands up to a window and peered inside.

I ran down the sidewalk.

Sophie approached the front door.

I sped up the porch steps.

Sophie raised her hand.

I grabbed her shoulder to stop her from doing what she was about to do, but I was too late.

Sophie knocked.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Knock, knock, knock.

“Sophie,” I whispered urgently. “Are you crazy? What are you doing?”

“There’s no doorbell.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

“I don’t like mysteries,” she said. “I want to know who lives here, I want to know what happened and I want to know if they have a horse. A living horse.”

I looked frantically from the door to the window. I didn’t hear any sounds of approaching footsteps or see any movement through the window.

“It doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” I said. “Let’s go.”

Sophie took a few steps back and looked up at the house. I joined her. She pointed at a window on the upper floor. The window’s wooden slats were slightly open.

“I think that window was closed before,” Sophie said. “Did you see?”

“No, now let’s go.” I tugged on Sophie’s elbow but suddenly froze.

Something had moved in the window. Just a flash — there and gone.

I blinked and rubbed my eyes. “I must be seeing things. I thought I saw something in the window.”

Sophie’s face was pale and tense. “I saw it too,” she said quietly.

We shared a nervous glance and then, without saying another word, we turned and ran down the steps, along the sidewalk and into the front hall of our house.

“Matt? Sophie? What’s going on down there?” Mom shouted from the second floor. She peered over the railing. “You two look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Sophie and I looked at each other again. But this time we burst out laughing.

“Just playing, Mom,” Sophie said. “We met a couple of kids from across the street, went tobogganing, drank hot chocolate, played video games and had a race back here.”

I raised my eyebrow at Sophie to say, Not telling Mom about what just happened next door?

She shrugged as if to say, No way.

I couldn’t blame her — we hadn’t really seen anything, anyway — so I faced Mom and nodded with a reassuring smile.

Mom seemed to have other things on her mind. “All right. Well, these boxes aren’t going to unpack themselves.” She turned and disappeared.

“Wait!” Sophie shouted. “What about lunch?”

Mom answered from one of the bedrooms. “Your father made grilled cheese sandwiches and soup. Leftovers are in the refrigerator.”

“Told ya.” I smiled.

We took off our winter gear and weaved around randomly stacked boxes on our way to the kitchen. I took the food out of the fridge and put it in the microwave.

Sophie sat at the table. “Why were you such a chicken back there?”

I stopped what I was doing and stared at her. “That’s private property. You were trespassing.”

“It’s not against the law to knock on a neighbour’s door to introduce yourself.”

“But that’s not all you had in mind, is it? If I hadn’t pulled you away, you would have tested the doorknob to see if it was unlocked.”

“Maybe.”

“Are you serious?”

“C’mon,” Sophie said, raising her hands in exasperation. “You’re not curious?”

I was as curious as she was — maybe more so. “That’s not the point. The point is … is—”

“WWBD?” Sophie interrupted, pointing at my T-shirt.

What Would Batman Do?

“Batman,” I said with an air of geek superiority that I hoped would win me the argument, “is a superhero, one of the good guys. He would never break into someone’s house.”

“Batman wouldn’t break into the Joker’s lair to prevent him from doing something evil?”

“Yeah, I guess he probably would, but A,” I held up fingers as I made my points, “we don’t live next to the Joker; B, our neighbours aren’t doing anything ‘evil’; and C, we don’t even know who lives there yet!”

The microwave beeped. I turned back to it and tested the soup with my finger, then heated it up a little more.

Sophie sighed and looked out the kitchen window. “Still snowing … but no horse tracks in the field.”

“What’s your point?” I asked over my shoulder.

“Horses need lots of exercise, Matt,” Sophie said in a huff.

“Okay, okay.” I took the soup out of the microwave, then carried everything over to the table. “Something seems a little off, I’ll give you that. You know, the first night in the house, I saw the horse staring at us through the window.”

“That was late,” Sophie said with a mouth full of grilled cheese. “Who would leave their horse out in the dark? That’s just reckless.”

I slurped a spoonful of hot soup and shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe we do live next to the Joker.”

***

Later that night, long after my family had all gone to bed and I’d read a few chapters of the latest Screamers book, I rifled through my box of Batman comics looking for one in particular. My conversation in the kitchen with Sophie had reminded me of a comic. I found it and flipped through its pages.

In the comic, Batman fights a villain called Gentleman Ghost, a spectre who wears a cape, a top hat and a monocle. His main power is hurting living people with something he calls a “death touch.” As far as Batman villains go, I always thought Gentleman Ghost was a little lame, but his horse was pretty cool.

Gentleman Ghost rode a phantom horse, a giant white beast with glowing red eyes. The comic horse and the horse next door were both tall, but Gentleman Ghost’s horse looked strong and healthy. The neighbours’ horse looked sick and neglected.

I decided to show Sophie the Batman comic, assuming she hadn’t fallen asleep yet. I crept down the hall, careful not to wake Mom and Dad, and opened her door.

“Sophie?” I whispered in the darkness. “You asleep?”

I expected to hear something along the lines of, Not anymore, thanks to you. But instead I was met with dead silence. I couldn’t even hear her breathing.

My fingers fumbled up and down the wall until they landed on the light switch. I flicked it on. I immediately wished I could turn the light back off, turn back time, unsee what I had seen.

Sophie was lying in a bloody puddle in her bed. Her body had been trampled and mangled.
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CHAPTER FIVE

I ran to Sophie’s bedside. But as soon as I got there I stopped, confused.

The gruesome image had disappeared. Not only was Sophie’s bed no longer covered in blood, but Sophie wasn’t lying in it at all. She was gone.

I closed and rubbed my eyes and was relieved that her bed was still empty when I looked again. Luckily I hadn’t screamed, or else Mom and Dad would’ve rushed in and then I’d have to explain why I’d been so scared. I didn’t want to have that conversation.

“What is going on?” I whispered to myself. I’d never hallucinated before, and I’d definitely never imagined anything so disturbing. I made a mental note to cut back on Screamers books at bedtime and scanned the room for any sign of Sophie.

In addition to her bed, the movers had brought up her dresser, desk and chair. There were a few stacks of unpacked boxes pushed up against one of the boring white walls. I didn’t see anything that gave me any clues.

If I’d been out of bed at this time of night I’d have been watching TV, playing video games or eating junk food. Sophie wasn’t into movies and gaming as much as I was, so it had to be food. I turned off the bedroom light and snuck down to the kitchen.

Outside, the moon was blocked by clouds and the kitchen was nearly pitch-black. I turned on the light expecting to see my sister sitting at the table with a plate of food in front of her. She wasn’t there, but at least I wasn’t met with another gory hallucination.

Where was she?

There was a plate on the kitchen counter. I walked over for a closer look. On the plate was a small kitchen knife, sticky with juice, and an apple core. I assumed she’d eaten the apple, but it wasn’t like Sophie to leave her dishes out.

My heart began to beat a little faster and my palms grew sweaty. I had a bad feeling that something awful had happened to her. It was time to get Mom and Dad. They’d know what to do.

I turned off the kitchen light and started to head back upstairs, but then I noticed that the backyard light was on. That was odd. I looked out the window above the kitchen sink.

Something was out there — between our house and the farmhouse — something I’d seen before. Two large reflections of light.

Red eyes.

My vision adapted to the darkness and soon I could make out the horse’s outline. It was approaching the fence.

I forgot about Sophie for a moment as I wondered why the horse was out so late again. And then I thought of the two kids Nick and Chris had told us about, the two they claimed the horse had killed where our house had been built.

That’s when it clicked and I realized why I had seen Sophie’s battered body in her bed. It wasn’t Screamers or anything else I’d read or watched lately. It was the story the brothers had told me earlier. It was messing with my mind, making me see things. That was all.

The clouds parted in the sky and the moon peeked out, full and bright. I could clearly see the horse. And now, in the silver-blue light of the moon and the snow, I could see what the horse was approaching.

Sophie. She was outside. What was she doing outside?

She had hopped over the log fence that separated our property from the farmhouse and was walking toward the horse. She reached out her hand. Her lips formed words but I couldn’t hear her through the kitchen window.

The horse stopped when they were face to face and watched my sister for a tense moment. It bowed its head and sniffed at something in Sophie’s hand.

Apple slices.

The horse snorted and pulled its head back.

I ran to the sliding glass door, opened it, stuck my head out and was about to shout at Sophie to get back inside, but I froze, unable to make a sound. Someone had stepped out of the farmhouse. An old man. He looked furious. He pointed a pitchfork at Sophie and yelled, “Get away from my horse!”

Startled, Sophie dropped the apple slices.

The old man ran across the field with murder in his eyes.

And then the clouds covered the moon again. I could barely see a thing.
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CHAPTER SIX

WWBD?

He’d run straight outside, reach into his utility belt, knock out the old man with a well-thrown Batarang and jump onto the horse’s back. Then he’d ride it to the stable, where he’d lock it safely away.

I didn’t have a utility belt loaded with gadgets, nor the ability to jump up onto a horse’s back, but I couldn’t just stand in the kitchen and watch Sophie get attacked. I ran outside without even stopping to put on boots. The snow was so cold it felt like it burned the soles of my feet with every step.

“Sophie, move!” I yelled.

She didn’t move. It was as if she didn’t even hear me.

The old man was only about fifteen metres away from Sophie. He’d reach her in no time. He raised his pitchfork above his head.

I shouted again, louder this time. “Sophie, run!”

My words finally got through to Sophie. She broke out of her trance and started to run, but the man was still gaining on her. The sharp tips of his pitchfork were nearly within striking distance of my sister’s back.

There was no time to lose. I picked up a large chunk of ice. It wasn’t the best weapon in the world, but it was the best I could do.

“Sophie!” I shouted. “Get down!”

She looked at me, then the ice, then dropped to the ground.

I threw the ice at the old man like a shot putter. Unlike Sophie, he didn’t drop to the ground. He didn’t need to. The ice sailed well over him and shattered on the ground.

But it slowed him down as he watched it pass.

Sophie joined me and we ran back to the house. I looked back once, just before entering the kitchen.

The old man had given up the chase and was standing beside the horse on the other side of the fence. His hands tightened around the pitchfork as if he was trying to strangle it.

“Don’t you ever cross this fence again, you hear me?” he warned us. He spoke calmly and quietly, and that scared me more than if he’d screamed and yelled. “Next time you come anywhere near Shade,” he pointed at the horse, “I’ll kill you both.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

After closing the door and double-, triple-, quadruple-checking that it was locked, I took Sophie’s hand and led her to the basement. We needed to talk and I didn’t want our parents to overhear. She followed me in a daze.

I was surprised to find the basement was already organized. IKEA bookshelves were filled with paperbacks, and storage stuff was neatly arranged on a row of metal shelves. Mom had been busier than I thought.

We sat side by side on our old couch. Sophie pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them. Her body shook. I gently rubbed her back, trying to calm her down.

“It’s okay,” I said in my most reassuring, soothing tone. “Everything is going to be all right.”

I hoped that was true.

But after what had just happened — after the old man’s threat — I wasn’t so sure.

“Who was that guy?” Sophie said with a tremor in her voice.

“Our new neighbour, I guess.”

“But why was he so angry? I didn’t do anything wrong. I just wanted to give his horse an apple.”

“I know,” I said. “I know.”

“I’ve never seen a horse turn down an apple before, but Shade took one sniff and turned up his nose. Did you notice that?”

I nodded.

“That’s why I tried to feed him, to prove that the story Nick and Chris told us is wrong, but … Is it possible that Shade actually is a ghost?”

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but yes, I do think it’s possible,” I said. “The weird thing is, the old man didn’t seem to know that. If the horse — Shade — is a ghost, why would he feel the need to protect something that’s already dead?”

“And why was he ready to stab me with his pitchfork just for jumping the fence?”

“If a couple of kids killed the horse, I guess the owner would be pretty distrustful of us.”

“So what do we do now? What happens if he attacks us again?”

“We could go to the cops,” I suggested.

“I don’t know,” Sophie said. “Could I get in trouble for trespassing?”

“We could tell Mom and Dad.”

“Then I’d definitely get in trouble for trespassing.” Sophie sighed. She was upset and not thinking too rationally. “If I could just tell him why I snuck over there — explain that I didn’t want to hurt his horse — maybe he’d understand. Do you think?”

I shrugged and thought about it. It was doubtful, but Sophie was giving me a hopeful look, wishing I could magically make everything better. I didn’t want to say no …

“I guess that might work,” I said. “Mom always says an apology is the superglue of life — it can repair just about anything.”

“I know!” Sophie said, perking up a little. “We could bake some cookies and take them over, kind of like a peace offering.”

It seemed a little naive but it was good to see my sister beginning to bounce back from the scare she’d just had. “When you say we can make cookies, you mean cookies out of a tube, right?”

“Yeah, of course. Who doesn’t like cookies out of a tube?”

“No one, that’s who,” I said.

Sophie nodded and even laughed a little. “I feel a little better already. Just do me a favour and don’t tell Mom and Dad, at least not yet. They’ll never let me out of the house again. I’ll be grounded forever.”

“All right, but if the neighbour freaks out and doesn’t accept your apology, I’ll have to tell them. Deal?”

“Deal.”

Clunk!

We jumped and yelped in unison. One of Sophie’s old dolls had fallen off a shelf and landed on the floor. The doll wore a pink dress and had short brown hair. Her name was Sadie Sees. Sophie loved the name Sadie because it was so close to her own.

I was about to say how creepy it had been that the doll had fallen but I was interrupted by Sadie herself.

“Wouldn’t it be fun,” the doll said in a high-pitched, warbling voice, “if you were a doll like me?” When Sadie spoke, her oversized eyes rolled around in their sockets and her tiny mouth opened and closed out of time with her words.

Neither Sophie nor I moved for nearly a minute. We sat frozen, staring at Sadie.

“How did it fall off the shelf?” I asked without taking my eyes off the doll.

Sophie shook her head slowly. “I don’t know. I didn’t see.”

We looked at each other one more time then sprinted up the stairs.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

That night I dreamt of Sadie Sees’s headless body riding a giant black horse through the woods, like Ichabod Crane in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” But even without a head, Sadie could still talk.

Wouldn’t it be fun if you were a doll like me?

I wish you and I were twins.

I can see through anything.

My imagination was clearly getting the better of me.

When I woke up, I rubbed my eyes, took a deep breath and forced all thought of Sadie out of my mind.

“Matt! Sophie! Breakfast is on the table and it’s not getting any warmer!” It was Dad, calling up from the main floor.

I pulled on a pair of jeans and a fresh T-shirt with a picture of the Millennium Falcon on it, then made my way downstairs. I was surprised to find that I had beat my sister down to the kitchen. She was an early riser, while I tended to stay up late and sleep in.

“Morning, champ,” Dad said as he set a plate in front of me. After yesterday’s Cheerios, he’d really upped his game. Scrambled eggs, two strips of bacon, a pile of hash browns and two pieces of white toast. One piece of toast had Darth Vader’s helmet toasted on it, while the other piece had the Star Wars logo. He’d obviously used the toaster Mom had bought him for Christmas. That wasn’t surprising, since it’s the only toaster he’d used since then. “Appropriate shirt,” Dad said, pointing at my chest, then at the toast.

Sophie stumbled into the kitchen like an extra from a zombie movie. She sat heavily on the chair across from me and could barely keep her head off the table.

“Rough night?” Mom asked Sophie.

“Ungh,” Sophie muttered.

“It might take a couple of days before we’re used to sleeping in our new rooms,” I offered, covering for Sophie since she didn’t seem capable of forming thoughts, let alone words, on her own.

Dad placed a plate in front of my sister. She latched on to a strip of bacon, raised it to her mouth and chewed it slowly, like a cow munching on grass.

“So,” Mom said, “any big plans for the day? Going to head out exploring again?”

Sophie continued to eat her bacon. She stared at the table. She didn’t appear to be aware of the rest of us.

“Yeah, kind of,” I said. “The guys across the street invited us over again, and we thought we should take some cookies or something.” I didn’t like lying to my parents but I knew that if I said we were going to introduce ourselves to the farmhouse neighbours, Mom and Dad would want to go meet them too. And then they’d find out about last night’s confrontation. And that couldn’t happen, at least not yet. “Do we have one of those cookie tubes?”

Mom tsked and took her plate to the sink. “No self-respecting child of mine is going to offer tube cookies to our new neighbours. They might be good enough for us, but not for new friends. I’ll help you bake cookies from scratch.”

“Mom?” I said as gently as possible. “You don’t bake. Or cook. You don’t even make toast.”

“That’s only because your father won’t let me touch his Darth Vader toaster. And I’ll have you know that I used to be a great cook when I first met your father and had more time. Wasn’t I, dear?”

Dad looked at me and smiled. “She made a mean Kraft Dinner.”

“You better believe it!” Mom said. “My secret ingredient was pepper.” She zipped around the kitchen, opening and closing cupboards at random. “Now, where are the cookbooks?”

“Still packed,” Dad said.

Mom started a search on her phone. “No matter. Chef Google will help us out. Ah! Here we go. A recipe for ‘Mom’s Famous Chocolate Chip Cookies.’ Sounds perfect.” She scrolled through whatever website she had landed on and mumbled to herself as she read. “Ingredients … do we have? … instructions … wow, seven steps! … remove hot baking sheet from oven, that sounds dangerous …”

“Sweetheart?” Dad said kindly.

“Mm-hmm?”

“I’ll help.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.” Dad pointed at his apron. “After all, we have cookies.”

Mom smiled. I laughed. Sophie groaned.

***

Sophie and I stood at the end of our driveway. She had slowly come back to life while eating her breakfast, and with Dad’s help, the cookies hadn’t taken long to bake. We had placed them in an old tin and had set out soon after. Mom and Dad were returning to housework, so they probably — hopefully — wouldn’t see us head next door instead of across the street.

“Are you sure we should do this?” Sophie asked. “The old man was really angry. He threatened to kill us. Maybe we should just pretend it didn’t happen and avoid him and his horse from now on, like he said.”

I shook my head and zipped up my jacket against the wind. “We need to go talk to him now or else things will get really awkward. It’s not like he lives down the street or around the corner — he lives next door. We’re going to see him a lot, and things got blown out of proportion. You were just trying to feed the horse some apple slices, but maybe he thought you were trying to, I don’t know, hurt it or something. I’m sure once we explain that your intentions were good he’ll understand. Plus, he’s probably calmed down overnight.”

Sophie didn’t look one hundred percent convinced but nodded and followed as I walked to the front porch. I handed her the tin of cookies.

“Why are you giving these to me?” she asked.

“You’re the one who got us in this mess. You give him the cookies.”

She sighed.

I knocked on the door.

“Remember,” I whispered sideways to my sister, “be remorseful.”

“Why?” she whispered back.

“You want him to know you feel guilty.”

“I don’t feel guilty,” Sophie said, her tone rising. “I didn’t do anything wrong!”

“Keep it down,” I said, my whisper beginning to rise in volume. “And remember we’re here to make things better, not worse. Be remorseful.”

“You be remorseful!”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

Sophie shoved the cookie tin back into my hands and threw her arms in the air. “That’s it! Forget this. I’m leaving.” She turned to storm off.

“Wait! Did you hear that?”

Sophie shook her head.

“It sounded like wood clacking against wood.” I pointed up. “From above.”

We took a few steps back off the porch and looked up at the second-floor window. The same one we thought we’d seen movement in the day before.

Someone with fiery eyes and ashen skin was peering down at us.
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CHAPTER NINE

It wasn’t the man from the night before.

It was an old woman. She looked at us with an expression so odd that I couldn’t tell if she was surprised, angry or merely curious. It felt weird to stand there and stare up as she stared down — no one moving, no one talking — so I raised a hand and waved.

She receded into the darkness without waving back.

“I don’t like this,” Sophie said. “I want to go.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Anywhere but here.”

“It’s fine. She’s probably on her way down to answer the door.”

Sophie shook her head. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. I’ve got a bad feeling about her.”

“She’s just an old woman. We have nothing to be afraid of.” My voice caught in my throat as I said the word “nothing.”

“I’m leaving,” Sophie said, but she didn’t get the chance.

The door opened.

Just a crack. Long, bony fingers slipped out of the house and gripped the edge of the door, holding it in place as if whoever was inside was afraid the wind might blow it open. As if whoever was inside was hiding something.

“Who are you and what do you want?” It was a scratchy and frail voice, as if she hadn’t spoken in many years.

I cleared my throat and stepped back onto the porch. “My name is Matt, ma’am, and this is my sister, Sophie. We just moved in next door and, well, we brought you some cookies.”

“They’re homemade,” Sophie added, following me reluctantly. “Not even from a tube.”

I held up the tin.

There was no response at first, but then the door creaked open a little wider. The woman stuck her head and neck outside to get a better look at us. Her beady, sunken eyes moved from me to Sophie to the tin.

“Open that up,” she said.

I popped the lid off the tin and showed her the contents. “Mom’s Famous Chocolate Chip Cookies,” made with love by Dad. And us. And although Mom didn’t end up doing any of the baking, she Googled the recipe, so I guess she should get a little credit too.

The woman reached a shaking hand into the tin and pulled out one of the smaller cookies. She raised the cookie to her open mouth, but before she took a bite she paused, then looked at me and my sister. Then, stranger still, she held it out to me.

“You eat it,” she said with a sinister grin.

“What?”

“I said, you eat it. I can’t accept food from a stranger. What if it’s poisoned?”

“It’s not—”

“If there’s nothing wrong with it,” the woman said, interrupting me, “you have nothing to fear.”

I looked at Sophie, then shrugged, accepted the cookie and took a big bite, chewed and swallowed. “See. They’re fine.”

After a sharp nod, the woman took the tin and quickly ate two cookies before putting the lid back on. I couldn’t believe how quickly she’d eaten them, like a ravenous bear coming out of hibernation and finding a bloody deer carcass.

“Thank you,” she said with a hint of shame. She wiped cookie crumbs off her lips and frowned. “Why did you bring these?”

“Like I said before, we just moved—”

She interrupted me again. “The real reason. You don’t expect me to believe a couple of kids decided to bake cookies for their elderly neighbour who they’ve never met, do you?”

I sighed. “All right, you got us. We brought them over as an apology.”

I paused and looked at Sophie, and when she didn’t say anything I elbowed her.

“I’m sorry!” she shouted, snapping out of her catatonic state.

“For what?” the woman said.

“I, um, snuck into your backyard last night,” Sophie said. “I just wanted to give your horse some apple slices.”

I wanted to keep things upbeat so I added, “Sophie loves horses, and she really likes Shade. He’s a beautiful animal.”

“You saw Shade? How do you know his name? Who have you spoken to?”

Her rapid-fire questions caught me by surprise. I didn’t know how to respond.

“Your husband told us his name,” Sophie said.

“My husband?”

Sophie nodded and looked at the ground. “Yeah, he ran outside and chased us off. He said … well, he told us to stay away from the horse.”

He told us he’d kill us if we went anywhere near Shade again, I thought, but Sophie was smart to leave that unsaid. It wouldn’t have done any good.

Even though Sophie had softened the story somewhat, the woman looked taken aback. She cupped her cheek with a hand and looked at her reflection in the door’s small glass window. “My husband,” she said. “Yes, of course. I heard him run outside last night. I guess that’s when he chased you.”

“He hasn’t mentioned what happened last night at all today?” I asked. That was a little weird. You’d think he would’ve talked about it with his wife by then.

When I saw the look on the woman’s face I realized I shouldn’t have asked such a personal question. Her mouth was open a crack and her eyes bore into my own as if she was trying to mine my soul.

“No, he hasn’t,” she said. “He’s … not here. I don’t see him during the day.”

At all? Ever? I wondered, but at least this time I had the good sense to keep my thoughts to myself.

Sophie reached into her pocket and pulled out her cellphone. “Sorry,” she said as she held the phone out in front of her face and typed on the screen. “I got a text from Mom.” She put her phone away and looked at me. “We have to go. She wants to see us.”

“What did she say?” I asked.

Sophie shrugged and turned to the woman. She gave her a quick smile. “Sorry again about your horse.” Then turning back to me, she added, “C’mon.”

Sophie was acting weird. I could tell something was wrong. Mom must have been really mad at us, but I had no idea what we had done. Maybe she saw us come over here instead of across the street.

“Enjoy the cookies,” I said, only then realizing the woman hadn’t introduced herself. “Mrs.…?”

“Thank you,” she said, dodging my question and giving Sophie an odd, quizzical look. She shut the front door with a slam.

“Well, that didn’t go as well as I had hoped,” I said staring at the closed door.

“Quick, let’s go,” Sophie said. She rushed back to our house, but when we got there she didn’t go inside. Instead she led me to the narrow space between our house and the new one on the other side.

“I thought Mom—” I started, but Sophie raised her hand and cut me off.

“You know how the woman said she never sees her husband during the day? That he wasn’t there?” she asked.

Sophie’s face was pale and she was breathing fast.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Then how do you explain this?” She held out her phone.

I took it from her and looked at the screen.

Sophie had taken a picture while we stood on the farmhouse porch. I could see the open door and the woman, and behind her, peering out from the shadows of the hallway with a look of hatred, was the old man.
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CHAPTER TEN

It was definitely the same old man who had rushed out of the house the night before, but he looked a little different in the picture than he had in the flesh.

His skin looked much paler — so pale, in fact, that it seemed to give off a faint glow. A ring of white light that looked like a lens flare encircled his head. Only his face could be seen. It floated in the darkness as if he didn’t have a body — his shoulders, chest and limbs were hidden by shadow. And although the photo was in focus, the old man’s face was blurry, softening his facial features and making his eyes look like two small charcoal smudges.

I handed the phone back to Sophie. “You took this when you said Mom texted you?”

Sophie nodded. “He appeared right after I told his wife that he chased us off. At first I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me since all I could see was his face, but he didn’t go away. He kept on watching us. So I pretended I got a text and took a picture instead.”

I was impressed. I hadn’t looked inside and down the hall — I’d been focused on the woman, trying to figure out what it was that made me feel suspicious of her. “So the woman was lying about him being out, and about never seeing him during the day. I wonder what else she lied about?”

“She gave me a weird feeling. She was definitely hiding something.”

“I think so too. She seemed shady about their whole relationship. When you first mentioned him she didn’t seem to know who you were talking about.”

“Yeah, you’re right. And she didn’t want to tell us her name. I wonder why?”

“I do too,” I said. A current of cold air howled between the houses and stung my face and hands. “And I can think of two people who might be able to help us.”

***

Luckily, the Russo brothers were home, bored and only too happy to talk to us about our creepy neighbours.

Chris answered the door and led us to the family room, where Nick was watching an episode of Screamers, the show based on the books. It was the one where Zoë Winter, one of the recurring actors on the show, played a girl who thought she had been admitted to a modern hospital, only to discover late in the episode that she’s suffering from hallucinations and the hospital is not only abandoned, but haunted.

“I love this episode,” I said, sitting down on the couch and momentarily forgetting why we were there.

“Matt, we didn’t come over to watch … whatever show this is,” Sophie said.

I cringed at my sister’s ignorance but nodded — she wasn’t wrong — and turned to face Nick and Chris. “We just met the old woman who lives in the farmhouse, and, well … Sophie, why don’t you just show them the picture?”

Sophie unlocked her phone, pulled up the picture and handed it over to Nick. He looked at the screen and then passed it to his younger brother with a shrug and a blank look.

“Who’s the old guy?” Chris asked.

“He lives in the house,” Sophie said. “I think it’s just him and his wife.”

“Sophie took that picture while we were talking to her at the front door. She implied that he’s never around during the day — I assumed she meant he works long hours or something — but then he appeared behind her in the shadows. You’ve never seen him before?”

“No, never,” Nick said. “We’ve never seen anyone there. Literally not a soul. Just that horse.”

“Shade,” Sophie said.

“Huh?”

“The horse’s name is Shade.”

“You had quite the long talk with the woman, didn’t you?” said Nick.

“Well,” Sophie said, drawing the word out like an elastic band, “that’s not all we did. I maybe-kinda-sorta hopped the fence last night and tried to feed the horse.”

“Are you kidding me?” Chris exclaimed with a look of shock painted across his face.

“Nope,” Sophie said with a sheepish shrug.

“Epic,” Nick said. “You’re brave!”

Sophie’s guilty look quickly transformed into one of pride.

“He looks freaky,” Chris said. He couldn’t take his eyes off Sophie’s phone.

“He acts freaky, too,” I said. “He totally lost it and threatened to kill us.”

“Well, that lines up with the story of the kids who died on your property,” Nick said. After seeing the uneasy look on my face, he added, “If you believe in the urban legend, that is.”

I fidgeted in my seat and cleared my throat but didn’t say anything.

“What are you thinking?” Sophie asked. She knew me well.

“It’s weird,” I said. “We’ve all seen the horse, but you two” — I pointed at Nick and Chris — “have never seen the people. That means they rarely leave the house, but horses need lots of attention. Right, Sophie?”

She nodded. “They need to be fed, brushed, they need exercise, medical care …”

I continued. “The old couple are shut-ins. You’ve never even seen them in the field or near the stable! So who’s taking care of Shade? Unless, of course, Shade doesn’t need to be taken care of. No food, no brushing, no nothing.”

“Because Shade is the same horse that those kids killed in the woods behind the school,” Nick said, nodding in agreement. “And he’s come back for revenge.”

“If that’s true,” Sophie said, “and that’s a big if, because we’re talking about a ghost horse and we live in the real world, not a fairy tale — the horse might have a grudge against all children. Or at least kids who live beside it.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not. But just to be safe, no more jumping over the fence, okay?”

Chris, who was still studying Sophie’s phone as if there was going to be a quiz and he was trying to commit every detail to memory, opened his mouth to say something. But just then a man walked into the family room. He looked like an older version of the boys. It was obviously Mr. Russo.

“Hey, kids,” he said. “I didn’t know you had friends over.”

“Yeah, this is Matt and Sophie. They just moved in across the street,” Nick said.

Mr. Russo grabbed Chris’s shoulders and squeezed them in a fatherly way. He looked at the phone in his son’s hand. His expression soured immediately. “Where’d you find that picture?”

“We didn’t find it,” Chris said. “Sophie took it this morning.”

Their dad laughed in disbelief, a bitter sound that fought to reject what Chris had said. “She must be playing a prank on you. And frankly, it’s not funny.”

Sophie shook her head, her eyes wide and surprised. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“She really did take the picture this morning,” I said, backing up my sister.

Mr. Russo crossed his arms and took on a stern look. It was clear that he’d made up his mind and he wasn’t going to believe a word we said. “Impossible. That man — Ernest Creighton — and his wife used to live in the house beside yours.” He paused, then added, “They both died more than twenty years ago.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Needless to say, a stunned silence filled the Russos’ family room.

We’d been so focused on the possibility of Shade being a ghost that we hadn’t stopped to consider that the old couple were ghosts too. But now that I thought about it, I couldn’t believe I’d missed the warning signs. They both looked dead — Mr. Creighton’s pale, glowing skin and how thin his wife was.

I asked Mr. Russo how he recognized Ernest Creighton since he’d died so long ago.

“I grew up in Courtice, in a house not too far from here. My friends and I all thought Briar Patch Farm was a creepy place back then, same as kids think now. There was an obituary in the local paper when Mr. Creighton died — said he died of a heart attack or something. But rumours quickly spread that there’d been some sort of foul play involved.”

“What sort of foul play?” I asked.

“Don’t you worry about that. Like I said, it was just a rumour, kids trying to scare other kids. I guess times don’t change much.” He shook his head and left the room.

“I thought the old man looked like a ghost,” Chris said. “I was just about to say so when Dad came in and saw the phone.”

“Don’t worry about our dad,” Nick said. “We believe you. The question is, what do we do now?”

No one had any idea.

***

It was late and Sophie and I sat in our family room, talking quietly. Our parents were in the other room.

“But she ate two cookies,” Sophie said. “Ghosts don’t eat, do they?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” I racked my brain for an answer. “Wait, Slimer eats. A lot.”

“Who’s Slimer?”

“Ghostbusters. Round green guy with no legs.”

“Oh yeah, right.” Sophie scrunched up her face. “He’s not exactly realistic though, is he?”

“Before yesterday, would you have said a ghost horse is realistic? Or ghosts at all, for that matter?”

“Good point.” Sophie looked out the window at the farmhouse. “So, what do we do now? Do we tell Mom and Dad?”

“They wouldn’t believe us. Plus, we told them we were going across the street this morning, remember? I don’t think they’d be too happy to find out we lied to them.”

“Then what?”

“I think the best thing to do is avoid the Creightons’ house for a while. Scratch that: forever. If we don’t bug them, maybe they won’t bug us. And hopefully they’re, like, tied to their house or something and can’t wander off the property. Ernest didn’t chase us over the fence last night.”

Sophie nodded but then frowned and pursed her lips. “But the story claims they came over here and killed the two kids in their beds.”

I sighed. “I didn’t think of that.”

“What are you two talking about?”

My stomach dropped. It was Mom, standing in the doorway to the family room. I didn’t know how much she’d overheard.

Neither Sophie nor I could think of an appropriate response.

“Kids being killed in their beds?” Mom said. She looked from me to Sophie. “Has he gotten you into those horror books and movies he likes?”

“Oh, yeah,” Sophie said. “A little, I guess. We watched an episode of, um, Shivers earlier today.”

Luckily Mom wasn’t too familiar with horror — if it had been Dad, he would have known the show was called Screamers and we would’ve been busted for sure.

Mom pointed at Sophie. “Well, if you have nightmares tonight you’re too big to sleep in my bed. You’re on your own.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.

***

Later that night, after we’d put on our pyjamas, brushed our teeth, gone to our separate rooms, turned off our bedroom lights and waited to hear the telltale snores coming from Mom and Dad’s room, Sophie snuck into my room. We’d decided to meet once our parents were asleep. I had something I wanted to show Sophie.

After Sophie quietly shut my door, I turned on the bedside lamp. She looked dejected.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, expecting her to be scared or upset at the thought of living next door to a couple of dead people and their dead horse.

“I have to watch horror movies with you now,” she said, “and read horror books, or else Mom will get suspicious.”

I laughed quietly. “Come on, they’re not that bad. You might actually like them.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t like them before all this, and now … now I’m living in a horror story.”

“You know Mom: her head’s always so full of numbers and lists that she’ll probably forget all about what you said in a day or two.”

“I hope so.” Sophie sighed. “What did you want to show me?”

I handed her the Batman comic book I had found the night before. Sophie sat on the bed beside me and gazed down at Gentleman Ghost in his cape, top hat and monocle, riding on his phantom horse. “Does that horse look familiar?”

“It looks just like Shade,” Sophie said. “But white and a bit more healthy. And, um, glowy.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“Why are you showing it to me? It’s just a comic.”

“WWBD? Maybe there’s something in the storyline that could help us deal with Shade and the Creightons. Some clue or something.”

“I didn’t think we were going to go anywhere near them again.”

“Well, yeah, that’s the best plan. But what if they’re able to come over here? What if they can enter our house? What if they actually did kill those kids?” I was about to add We need to be prepared, when I was interrupted by the sound of something falling.

Sophie and I spun around and stared at the source of the sound. It had come from inside my closet.

“What was that?” Sophie whispered urgently. The door was closed so we couldn’t see inside.

I shook my head and shrugged, unable to answer. In the stillness that followed, my skin began to crawl.

“Do you hear that?” Sophie said, her panic rising.

I nodded. From behind the closet door, I could definitely hear whispering.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

The whispering suddenly stopped, as if whoever was in the closet knew they had been heard.

Sophie and I stared at each other. We couldn’t do anything other than breathe, and even that was proving to be a minor challenge. Long ago I had outgrown the fear that there were monsters in my closet, but now one of my worst childhood nightmares appeared to be coming to life.

We waited.

Nothing happened. Nothing jumped out of the closet. There was no more noise from within.

I couldn’t take the silence any longer.

“H-h-hello?” I said shakily. “Is there anyone in there?”

There was no answer.

Sophie looked at me like I was crazy. Like I shouldn’t have made our presence known. But I was filled with curiosity and I couldn’t keep quiet.

“We know there’s somebody in there. This is my room, so you better come out now, or else.” Or else what, I had no idea. My focus was on trying to sound confident and strong, but I feared I had failed on both counts.

Maybe my command worked. Or maybe the things in my closet weren’t intimidated by me at all. Whatever the case, the handle turned, the closet door creaked open and something came out.

A hand — small, bony and pale white. It gripped the edge of the door. The darkness of the closet obscured the person who had cracked open the door.

I was consumed by two opposite but equally powerful forces: the desire to run out of the room and the paralyzing fear that rooted me to the ground. I looked at Sophie and she seemed to have the same problem. Her eyes were wide, her mouth was drawn tight and her head was pulled back as if she was trying to get as far away from the closet as possible.

And then a voice from the closet broke the silence with three words, repeated three times, that started as a quiet hiss and grew louder with each word.

“You’re both dead, you’re both dead, you’re both dead.”

“Who are you?” I blurted out. “What do you want with us?” I sounded desperate and terrified and I no longer cared. I was desperate and terrified.

“You don’t scare us. So come out or go away,” Sophie said. Her eyes were wet with tears and her cheeks were flushed. Her clenched fists hit my bed when she said the word away.

The door creaked open a little more.

“Well,” the voice said, “if you’re not scared, you should be.”
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That’s when I noticed something odd about the hand. The fingernails were wet and the liquid was dark, almost black. The hand slid down the door five or six centimetres, smearing the wood — not black but red.

It was blood. My stomach flipped at the sight of it. Then I noticed something else. The fingers were oddly disjointed, as if every knuckle had been dislocated and every bone had been cracked.

Sophie gave me a what-do-we-do? look. I shrugged.

“All right,” the voice said. “I’ll come out so we can … talk. But Jack will probably stay in the closet, if you don’t mind. He’s easily startled.”

Jack? I thought. Who’s Jack? How many people are in my closet?

I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. Mom always said silence is golden, but I’m not sure this was what she had in mind.

After a brief, hesitant pause, the door opened all the way. A boy stepped out of the closet and into the light of my room.

To say that he didn’t look good would be the understatement of my life.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Sophie and I jumped to our feet and raced to the other side of the bed. My heart pounded in my ears with every painful beat and I felt dizzy with fear and revulsion. Sophie opened her mouth to scream. I quickly covered her mouth with my hand and hugged her to me, partly to keep her quiet, partly to comfort myself. I’d never been so scared in my life.

The boy didn’t walk out of the closet. At least, not in the way I or Sophie or the Russo brothers would have. He staggered out of the closet. Like a kid who still managed to walk despite having two broken knees. And ankles. And feet. He was dressed in pyjamas, the pants bloody and the left pant leg torn. A jagged piece of shin bone protruded through the rip. I couldn’t believe that he was standing, let alone walking.

It wasn’t just his legs that were badly injured, but his arms too. And like his pants, his shirt was soaked in blood.

Amazingly, the boy’s face was unharmed. It wasn’t even bruised. But his skin was pale white and dark circles hung beneath his eyes, making his sockets look larger than they were. Those eyes widened as he watched us from across the room, as if he’d just realized something. He looked down at his broken, bloodied body and then back at us.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I sometimes forget how I look. I haven’t talked to anyone in … a long time. Well, other than Jack.” He pointed back at my closet.

And then I watched — half-amazed, half-horrified — the craziest thing I’d ever seen, and that list was getting longer by the minute. The boy hunched over, raised his right hand in the air above his skull, and then slowly passed it down over his body from head to toe. His hand somehow healed all his wounds, erasing bruises and mending bones, but it did more than that — it even cleaned the blood off his skin and repaired his clothes. He stood up straight and tall, looking every inch like a brand new boy.

“How did you do that?” I whispered.

He shrugged and looked at the ground as if he’d suddenly grown shy.

“You’re one of the brothers who used to live here, aren’t you?” Sophie asked, and I immediately knew she was right. It explained why he was here and why he’d been in such rough shape. Part of me had a hard time believing it, but it appeared as if the urban legend was true.

The boy nodded.

“What’s your name?” Sophie asked. I was impressed her voice was so even and calm. I couldn’t talk at all at that moment.

“Daniel,” he said. “Everyone calls me Danny.”

“What happened to you?”

After a few false starts, Danny finally told us his story. He and his twin brother, Jack, had lived in an old country house that used to be on our land, as the Russos had said, and they had stolen Shade and ridden him late one night. But they hadn’t slit Shade’s throat. The horse had slipped on a sheet of ice at the top of the tobogganing hill and fallen awkwardly on one of its legs. The boys had jumped off the horse as Shade rolled down the hill and crashed into the trunk of a thick maple tree. A loud crack had split the air, and Shade had fallen limp.

“But we didn’t mean to kill the horse, I swear!” Danny said. “We just wanted to go for a quick ride. The Creightons were always so mean and never let us go anywhere near Shade. The fall … it was an accident.”

I felt sorry for Danny and his brother. They had done something they shouldn’t have but Danny clearly felt awful. I knew what that was like. I’d made plenty of mistakes that could’ve ended badly, but luckily hadn’t. Bad things can happen to anyone.

His brother. The whispers we’d heard in the closet. I’d forgotten all about him. “Does Jack, um, want to come out now?”

Danny looked over his shoulder and into the darkness of the closet. He turned back to face us and shook his head.

“How did you …” Sophie started to ask before trailing off. She swallowed, then started again. “What happened next?”

Danny shook his head. It was as if the reality of the situation still hadn’t sunk in after twenty years. “Two policemen came to the door the next day, but my parents had no clue we’d snuck out so they promised we’d been in bed all night. And I insisted that I hadn’t ever gone near the horse. The police bought it, but Mr. Creighton was staring me down from his front porch. He knew. Somehow he knew.”

Danny sighed and shifted his weight with a loud series of cracks and pops. Even though his body looked better, it still sounded broken.

“That night, I woke up a little past three. I’d dreamt that Mr. Creighton had snuck into my house, walked down the hall and entered my room. When I opened my eyes I realized it wasn’t a dream. But it wasn’t Mr. Creighton in my doorway. It was Shade. The horse stared me down as if he enjoyed seeing how scared I was. And then Shade had his revenge.”

My imagination filled in the rest. The horse had trampled Danny in his bed, his hooves pounding his small body.

“And after Shade killed you,” Sophie said, “he killed your brother?”

Staring at the ground, Danny nodded.

“Can we talk to him?” I asked.

“I already told you he’s easily startled.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, thinking back to the night before. If Jack was easily startled … “Were you both in the basement last night listening to Sophie and me talking? Jack knocked a doll off the toy shelf, didn’t he?”

Danny nodded. “Yeah. That was my brother.”

I walked around the bed and headed toward the open closet. “He has nothing to fear, not from us. Jack? You can come out.”

“No!” Danny roared. He jumped in front of me and blocked my path, a look of pure fury on his face. It caught me completely off guard, and for a moment I thought he was going to attack me. But then he turned and fled into the closet. The door slammed shut behind him.

Silence.

For the second time that night my heart pounded and I felt like I might pass out. I sat on my bed and slowly began to feel a little better.

“Well, that was really weird,” Sophie said.

“Yeah, no kidding.”

Neither of us spoke for a moment, and then Sophie smiled slightly. “I guess this place isn’t as boring as I thought it would be.”

I laughed. It felt good, a relief, but if I gave it too much thought I knew the feeling was only surface deep. I wished we’d moved to a regular, run-of-the-mill, sleepy suburb, even though that had been the last thing I’d wanted a few days ago. Not only did we now live beside a haunted house, but we lived in a haunted house. Period. Full stop.

I had a feeling bad things were about to happen and I had no idea how to prevent them.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Sophie offered to let me sleep in her room for the night. I waved her off and told her I’d be fine. She left.

I closed my bedroom door and turned off the light. I ran across my room and jumped into bed, afraid something might reach out from beneath it and grab my foot. I hadn’t done that since I was six years old.

I pulled my duvet up to my chin and stared at the ceiling, the wall, the window … anywhere but the closet. I closed my eyes but all I could see was the horse crushing Sophie and me into a bloody pulp.

I opened my eyes.

I ran quietly down the hall to my sister’s bedroom.

***

Light streamed in through Sophie’s window the next morning and shined in my eyes. I sat up groggily, rubbed my face, yawned and slowly took in my surroundings. I was on the floor next to Sophie’s bed, a duvet balled up at my feet. Sophie was lying in her bed, her back to me.

I hadn’t slept well and my brain took a little longer than usual to warm up.

“Sophie,” I whispered. “Wake up.”

She immediately rolled over and faced me. “I’ve been awake for a while.”

“Oh, okay. Listen, I think we should do a little digging, see what we can find out about Danny and the Creightons. It might help us deal with them both. Grab your phone.”

She raised her phone in the air. “Way ahead of you, big brother. Check this out.” She handed me her phone.

On the screen was a newspaper article from twenty-three years earlier. The headline read, “Parents of Slain Twin Brothers Main Suspects in Double Homicide.”

I read the article to myself while my sister sat and watched me. “Huh,” I said.

“Yup,” Sophie said.

“So the police thought their parents killed them since there was no sign of anyone else breaking into their house.”

Sophie nodded gravely. “Ghosts don’t need to break in, do they?”

“The parents must have been a mess. Not only did they lose both their kids, but they were blamed for the murders.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I read another article that said they weren’t convicted since there wasn’t enough evidence against them.”

“A little, I guess.”

Sophie shrugged, then pointed at the phone in my hand. “Swipe left and read the next article I found.”

It was Mr. Creighton’s obituary, published a week after the article about Danny and Jack. The main points jumped out at me as I raced to the end. He had died of a heart attack, and the article said he was to be buried beside his wife, Hazel, in a Toronto cemetery. It was a short article that wasn’t too revealing. Until, that is, I reached the final sentence.

I looked at Sophie, then back at her phone. I reread the sentence to myself, then read it again aloud.

“‘Ernest is survived by his daughter, Clara.’”

“Yeah,” Sophie said, taking her phone back. “Which kinda raises a question.”

I nodded. “Where is Clara now?”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I was relieved when the doorbell rang that afternoon and I found Nick and Chris standing on our front porch.

“Hey, Matt,” Nick said. “Want to go tobogganing?”

Standing behind Nick, Chris raised his toboggan in the air as if he felt I needed the visual cue to understand.

“Yes, yes and yes,” I said, not caring if I sounded too desperate. I was thankful for the distraction and thought it would be the perfect way to clear my head. “Let me go get Sophie.”

The four of us were on the hill within ten minutes.

The air was cool and dry and burned my lungs with every breath. My nose and cheeks tingled as if on fire.

“Thanks for asking us to come,” I said between breaths, after climbing the hill for the third time.

“No problem,” Nick said. “You seemed, uh, pretty enthusiastic.”

“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” I laughed to show that I wasn’t embarrassed. “I was beginning to feel locked up.”

“You’ve only been here three days,” Nick pointed out dryly.

“What can I say? They’ve been three of the strangest days ever. And after your dad told us about Mr. Creighton and his wife being dead, even stranger things have happened.”

“Oh, yeah?” Chris said. “Like what?”

“Um, we saw another ghost?” Sophie said, sounding like she was unsure it had actually happened.

“Another ghost?” Chris asked loudly. “Wow!”

“Shhh,” I said, looking over both shoulders, fearful that someone might be skulking in the bushes around us.

“Where?” Nick asked. “In the Creightons’ house?”

“No. In …” I paused, still not overjoyed by the thought of having a dead roommate. “In my bedroom.”

“IN YOUR—”

This time Sophie and Nick both joined me in shushing Chris. His winter-reddened cheeks reddened deeper.

“In your bedroom?” he whispered.

I nodded. “And that’s not all. His name is Danny, and the stories are true. He used to live in a house on our property, and he was killed by the ghost of Shade.” I paused and frowned, unsure if the Russo brothers would believe the next bit, or if Chris would shout so loudly his head would explode. “And Danny’s twin, Jack, also kind of seems to be living in my closet. Well, not living, I guess, but … yeah.”

Luckily, Chris was rendered speechless. So was Nick.

“So that was our yesterday,” Sophie said with a smirk. “How was your day?”

***

We went on to tell them about the newspaper articles Sophie had found and the revelation that Ernest and Hazel had a daughter. Neither of the brothers had ever seen Clara in or around the house. As they’d told us before, they’d never seen anyone in or around the house. Just Shade.

“I feel really bad,” Chris said as we walked back home, dragging our toboggans behind us along the slushy sidewalks.

“Why?” Nick asked.

“I can’t stop wondering what happened to Clara. What if she was just a little kid when her parents both died? What if she was younger than us?”

“Imagine Mom and Dad died,” Sophie said to me, a note of sadness in her voice. “What would happen to us?”

I shrugged. I’d never thought about that before. Without realizing it I guess I’d always thought Mom and Dad were invincible. “I dunno. We’d go live with Grandpa or Aunt Susan and Uncle Hank, I guess.”

“If we get to pick,” Sophie said, “I’d want to move in with Aunt Susan and Uncle Hank.”

“Why?”

“They have a bigger TV.”

“True, but Grandpa lives in Florida, two hours from Disney World.”

“Ooh, you’re right. Grandpa wins.”

“They don’t seem too upset that their parents just died,” Nick said to Chris with a smile and a nudge.

But Chris didn’t look like he was in a joking mood. “I just feel bad for Clara and wonder where she went.” His eyes grew moist and he wiped his nose with the back of his glove. “It reminds me of Andrea,” he added so softly I barely heard him.

“Who’s Andrea?” I asked quietly. I had a feeling it was a very personal question, but Chris had brought it up.

Nick answered for his brother. “She was—”

“Is,” Chris interrupted.

“Is our baby sister. She died.”

Sophie gasped.

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

“It’s okay,” Nick said. “It happened three years ago. She died at birth.”

“I’m sorry too,” Sophie said. “That’s terrible.”

“It was terrible,” Chris said. “It seemed like forever before Mom and Dad started to return to normal, and even now they argue a lot more than they used to.”

I glanced at Nick. His eyes were squinted and his jaw was clenched.

Chris continued, “I always had the feeling that Andrea was alone somewhere. I was sure her soul or spirit or whatever you want to call it still existed, and she was lost and scared.”

I thought Chris was on the verge of a full-blown mental breakdown, but then he wiped his nose again, shivered and sighed, and the look of pain slowly slipped off his face.

Nick slapped Chris on the shoulder. “C’mon, let’s warm up and play some video games. You guys wanna come?”

I was in no rush to go back home — not with ghosts in my room — but after Chris’s sad story I thought it would be awkward going over there. But how could I say no without being obvious?

It didn’t matter. Sophie spoke up in my silence.

“Sure,” she said.

Chris seemed better as soon as we walked in their house and powered up the game console. I grabbed a controller and tried to put the past few days out of my mind.

***

In hindsight, spending a few hours playing a game called Kill Screen, about a ghost hunter who investigates a seemingly never-ending string of haunted houses while battling all manner of ghosts, spectres, poltergeists and demons, wasn’t the best way to keep Chris’s mind off the loss of his sister, nor was it the best way to get over my fear of sleeping in my room with Danny’s spirit in my closet.

Needless to say, I took Sophie up on her offer to sleep on her floor for the second night in a row.

“When we start school next week,” I said as I slipped beneath the duvet, “please don’t tell anyone about this.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”

“Thanks. And thanks.”

“Two thanks?”

“For keeping the secret and for letting me sleep in here again.”

“You’re welcome. You can sleep in here as long as you like.”

“But the longer I do the sooner Mom and Dad will find out. And what do we say then? We’ve got to do something about Danny.”

“He didn’t seem all that bad,” Sophie said.

“No, he didn’t. But Jack creeps me out. Why didn’t he come out? And why did Danny refuse to let me look in on him?”

Sophie nodded. “Yeah, Jack is super creepy.” She grabbed the Batman comic from her bedside table and leafed through its pages. “What about this?” she said after a moment.

“What?” I sat up and peered over the edge of her bed at the comic resting on her lap.

She held up a page for me to see. “Nth metal. Batman has a whole bunch of weapons made out of it. It seems to be able to hurt Gentleman Ghost and his horse. Maybe it would work on the Creightons and Shade, and even Danny.”

I lay back down with a sigh. “Sure, that could work. Except for three things: we don’t have any Nth metal, it’s from outer space and it’s make-believe.”

“Well, sorry for trying to help,” Sophie said. She sounded hurt.

I sat back up. “I’m sorry. Thanks for trying.”

She shrugged and turned on her phone, then typed something into it. “Oh, look at this,” she said, scrolling on the screen. “I just Googled ‘does metal repel ghosts?’ Guess what the top website result is? ‘Why does iron repel spirits?’”

I held up my hands and said, “I mean it: I’m sorry. I was rude, but I didn’t mean to be.”

But Sophie was no longer listening. She had turned her attention back to the comic.

I was about to apologize yet again when Sophie said, “Hm.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing.”

“No, seriously. What?”

Sophie sighed and said, “In the end, it’s not Batman who defeats Gentleman Ghost. Not even Superman, Wonder Woman or Green Lantern. It’s Gentleman Ghost’s own army of spirits that he was trying to control to do his bidding. They turn on him and pull him back down into something called the Netherworld.”

Just then my phone dinged. A text message from Nick.

HELP!!!
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I immediately texted back.

Where are you?

“What was that?” Sophie asked.

“Nick. He texted me asking for help.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I have no idea.”

“Where is he?”

“I don’t—”

My phone dinged again.

Your backyard

“Quick,” I said to Sophie. “The backyard.”

We quietly ran downstairs, grabbed our coats, threw on our boots and went outside. The snow squeaked beneath our feet as we sprinted around the house to the backyard. I saw Nick immediately. He was standing up against the wall as if to stay out of the wind, or maybe he was trying to remain hidden. He looked terrified and his eyes were wide and wet.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, glancing up at our second-floor windows. Luckily, Mom and Dad’s room was on the other side of the house, so I hoped they wouldn’t hear us.

“He wasn’t there,” Nick said, shaking his head. “He just left. What was he thinking?”

“Who?” Sophie asked. “Chris?”

Nick nodded frantically. “We have to help him. We have to do something.”

“Where did he go?” I asked.

But I already knew.

Nick looked past Sophie and me and pointed over our shoulders.

The Creightons’ house.

***

Nick filled us in as we crept closer to Briar Patch Farm, searching for some sign of Chris in the field between our houses but finding none.

“He was still talking about Clara and Andrea as we went to bed. I tried to tell him that even if Clara was a baby when her parents died, she would’ve been looked after by someone else and would be an adult now, but he wouldn’t listen to me. He was in his own world and kept repeating that he needed to find out the truth. I never thought he’d get up in the middle of the night and sneak out. I had this weird dream about him, so I went into his room and it was empty.”

“How do you know that he left the house?” I asked. “Could he be in the bathroom?”

“He’d stuffed pillows under his sheets to look like he was still in bed. You don’t do that if you’re going to pee.”

“Look,” Sophie said. She pointed at the street, brightly lit by street lights. The asphalt was covered in a blanket of fresh snow that was undisturbed except for a few sets of tire tracks. At first that’s all I noticed, but then I saw what had made Sophie stop. There was one set of footprints leading from Nick’s house to ours, and another set from Nick’s house to the Creightons’. I followed the path of the second set with my eyes — they went up to the farmhouse’s front door, then doubled back and went around to the backyard. They didn’t come back to the front yard.

Nick groaned. “What have you done, Chris?”

I scanned the field and peered into the stable but saw no sign of Shade. That somehow made everything worse. I’d rather know what we were dealing with, and I had a feeling there was a lot we still didn’t know about the house next door.

It would have been easier to turn and leave. It would have felt safer to hide in my house until morning and pretend nothing was wrong. But I couldn’t do that. Chris and Nick were our friends — our only friends in the neighbourhood.

We needed to help Chris. I needed to step up and be the type of person I admired so much in movies and books.

“I don’t know what he’s done, so there’s only one thing to do,” I told Nick. “Let’s go find out.”


[image: ]

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I led Sophie and Nick to the back of the Creightons’ house, where we joined up with Chris’s footprints. Each print was pretty far apart. He’d run. The tracks led to a sliding basement window.

“There,” I said, motioning to the others to follow me.

The window was still open a crack. I slid it the rest of the way open. It would be a tight fit, but the three of us were small enough to squeeze through.

“C’mon,” I said. “I’ll go first.”

“Wait, what’s the plan?” Sophie asked.

“Plan?” Who had time to come up with a plan? “We go in, find Chris and get out. That’s it.”

Sophie looked queasy but nodded in agreement.

Nick was still wide eyed but his nerves seemed to be calming down a little. “Thank you.”

“Thank us once we’ve found your brother,” I said.

The open window was like a mouth waiting to swallow us up. A draft of air that somehow felt colder than the air outside streamed out of the basement. I couldn’t see anything inside, only darkness.

Go in. Find Chris. Get out.

I hesitated. Could I actually do that? I had no idea what lay in wait in the old house.

Something touched my arm. I jumped. It was Sophie. She’d placed a hand on my shoulder and offered me a thin smile.

“You’ve got this,” she said. “We’re with you. WWBD?”

I nodded. My fears didn’t vanish like in the movies. They were still very much within me, but I pushed them down and covered them up. Hopefully they’d stay that way long enough to do what I had to do.

“WWBD,” I said.

“WWBD?” Nick asked, clearly confused.

“Never mind,” I said. And then, without wasting any more time, I slid through the window and into the darkness.

***

I met my first surprise when my feet touched down. The ground was soft. Not concrete, like I had expected. Dirt. I took a step to the side and helped Sophie down, then offered a hand to Nick. He waved me off and jumped in on his own.

A soft beam of blue moonlight illuminated their faces but I couldn’t see much else. My eyes needed time to adjust to the dark, but time was something I didn’t have. Chris could be in danger. No, Chris was in danger. This was not a safe place, and he was alone. I pictured Danny and Jack in their beds, their bodies crushed, mangled and bloodied. How much time did Chris have before the same thing happened to him?

We had to find him, and we had to find him fast.

“If only we could follow his tracks,” I said, “like we did in the snow.”

“If only we could see,” Nick added. “It’s so dark in here.”

“Do you guys have your phones on you?” Sophie said. “Mine’s still in my room.”

Nick and I both reached into our pockets and pulled out our phones. I turned on my light a moment before Nick.

Sophie smiled and raised her eyebrows.

“Go on, say it,” I said.

“Someone’s gotta be the brains of the group.”

I nodded. Nick and I scanned the basement.

The dirt floor was uneven. The walls were made of old, crumbling stone. Pipes and rough wooden beams criss-crossed above our heads. A rickety-looking staircase led up to the only door.

An old wood stove with a wide black pipe that ran through the ceiling sat in one corner. It wasn’t giving off any heat. My fingers throbbed from the cold. White clouds of fog streamed out of our mouths and noses with every breath.

Horseshoes hung from pegs on the wall and an assortment of gear — a couple of saddles, a pile of stirrups, leading ropes — was heaped on the ground.

I turned around and flinched. It took all my strength not to yell and drop my phone. A pair of dead black eyes stared at me from a face covered in cobwebs.

It was an old, homemade Santa Claus statue made out of papier mâché. His skin was wrinkled and cracked and he appeared to have been chewed by mice over the years.

“That’s the scariest Christmas decoration I’ve ever seen,” I said.

“Scarier than anything I’ve ever seen on Screamers,” Nick said.

Part of me wanted to turn my back on Santa and put him out of my mind, while another part wanted to keep both my light and my eyes on him to make sure he didn’t blink or move the moment I looked away. After a brief internal struggle, I reluctantly moved on.

A bunch of old furniture was stored in a corner. Covered in dust were three wicker chairs, a small wooden table and a floor lamp with no shade. Its light bulb was shattered. Jagged edges of glass jutted up from the lamp’s socket.

“What a pigsty,” Sophie said.

I agreed with Sophie; the place was a dump.

“Hey, look at the lamp. The bulb is broken but the cord’s plugged in,” I said, pointing at the lamp. It was connected to an extension cord that ran up the wall and into an electrical outlet screwed into one of the ceiling’s wooden beams. “I think the table and chairs were set up to be used, and not just tossed down here for storage.”

“Why would anyone want to sit down here in the dirt?” Sophie said.

Something big skittered across the floor between us and the furniture.

This time I screamed. So did Sophie and Nick.

It was an opossum the size of a large cat. Its fur was grey and wiry and its snout was long and white. Its eyes, like Santa’s, were as black as ink. It opened its mouth, exposing sharp, pointy teeth, and hissed at us. Then it scurried across the basement, knocking the Santa statue over as it fled.

I didn’t have time to catch my breath or calm my nerves. Santa had been hiding something. In the corner, hammered into the dirt floor, were two wooden crosses.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“What are those?” asked Nick.

Sophie swallowed. “Crosses,” she said quietly.

“Please tell me they’re fake,” Nick said. “You know, Halloween decorations.”

“If they were decorations, they wouldn’t be buried in the ground.” I approached the crosses hesitantly. “There’s a name carved into each one.”

Ernest Creighton.

Hazel Creighton.

Sophie shook her head. “They’re buried in the basement? Not only is that gross, but the obituary said they were buried in a Toronto cemetery.”

An old, crinkled photograph was nailed onto each cross. Ernest’s and Hazel’s faces stared sternly back at me, their black-and-white eyes appearing to penetrate deep into my soul.

“They look about the same age as their ghosts,” Sophie said.

I held my light up to the pictures and looked a little closer at the Creightons. There was a bit of damage on Hazel’s photo, right on her left cheek. Their eyes seemed to follow me as I moved the photos side to side. But despite that effect and the feeling that they were looking into my soul, their eyes looked … “Their eyes look dead,” I said. I dragged my nail over Hazel’s left cheek, but I didn’t feel any damage. I looked closer than I had before and felt my stomach drop. “These photos were taken after they died.”

Sophie looked over my shoulder and groaned in disgust. “I think you’re right.”

“How do you know?” Nick asked.

I pointed at Hazel’s cheek. “Her flesh was already decomposing when it was taken. You can see her teeth through this hole.”

It dawned on me that Hazel’s hair was spread out around her head, resting on the ground. I looked down at my feet. “Is this the same floor as in the photos?” I asked.

Sophie and Nick looked at the photos, then the ground, and then backed away from the crosses, watching very closely for any subtle movement in the dirt.

“She looks a little different than she did the other day,” I said.

“Yeah,” Sophie said, pointing at the photo. “That’s a corpse. We talked to her ghost. You saw how Danny was able to change how he looked.”

Being reminded of Danny, here in the Creightons’ basement while standing next to a couple of graves and looking at two pictures of dead people, raised my panic level to new heights.

Thump, thump, thump.
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My heartbeat was so loud in my ears I wouldn’t have been surprised if Sophie and Nick had been able to hear it.

Thump, thump, thump.

They had both fallen silent and their mouths gaped open. They looked at each other, then at me.

I began to wonder if they actually could hear my heartbeat.

I was about to make a joke when Nick spoke.

“You hear that?”

Sophie looked up at the ceiling.

“Footsteps.”

Thump, thump, thump.

***

Nick and I both turned off our phones and the three of us waited in the dark for what felt like an eternity. We didn’t speak for fear of being discovered. But if anyone was in the basement with us, our heavy breathing would’ve given us away.

I was just about to ask the others what we should do when I heard a muffled conversation above our heads. I couldn’t make out the words, but I heard two different voices — an old woman and a young, frightened boy.

“That’s Chris,” Nick said.

“And Hazel,” Sophie added.

A light turned on upstairs and shone through the cracks around the basement door.

I raised a finger to my lips to show Sophie and Nick to be quiet, then gestured to them to follow me. We crept up the stairs slowly, trying not to put too much weight on each step. One or two creaked loudly. I hoped the closed door was enough to block the noise.

As soon as I reached the top step, a pair of feet passed by on the other side and briefly cast shadows under the door. I froze until I heard Hazel speak again. I pressed my ear against the door. Sophie and Nick did the same on my right and left.

“You might as well talk,” Hazel said, “since you can’t leave.”

“Please let me go,” Chris said.

“I’ll make you a deal: you tell me why you broke into my house, and I’ll let you go.”

Silence. I imagined Chris was deciding whether or not Hazel was telling the truth. “Do you promise?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die.”

“Don’t believe her, Chris,” Nick whispered through his teeth.

Lie or not, Chris bought it. “Okay. My friends found out about you and Ernest. I came to find out what happened to your daughter.”

“My daughter?” Hazel said with a chuckle. “Thank you. I was in need of a laugh. I don’t get out much — well, ever.” There was another pause and I imagined Hazel regarding Chris coolly. “You said your friends found out about me and Ernest. What did you mean by that?”

“That he died after a couple of boys accidentally killed Shade. And that you and Ernest — and the horse too — are ghosts.”

“You’re a little right,” she said slowly, “and a little wrong.”

“Where is she?” Chris asked. “Where’s Clara? Have you hurt her? Have you kept her locked somewhere in this house all these years since you died?”

“Clara is … Clara is fine,” Hazel said. “Can I ask what you’d do if you found her, still alive and all grown up?”

Pause.

“Don’t do it, Chris,” I said quietly. “Don’t tell her the truth.”

“I …” Chris said. “I would get her out of here. I’d call the police and tell them what is going on in this house.”

“Thank you for being honest with me,” Hazel said with a sigh. “Honesty is so rare these days, especially among children. Take, for example, those two boys who you said ‘accidentally’ killed Shade. They said they just wanted to go for a quick ride. They said they didn’t mean to hurt Shade. They lied. Boys can’t be trusted. They meant to hurt my horse.”

“When did they tell you that? They were killed in their sleep by Shade’s ghost.”

“How do you know that? And please remember how I feel about honesty.”

“Danny — the older brother — his ghost is still next door. He told my friends everything.”

“Danny’s ghost has been there all these years? He doesn’t deserve to remain here. He should have been sent straight to the Netherrealm,” Hazel said in disgust. “I believe you, so I’m going to pay you back by letting you in on a secret. Yes, Shade trampled them in their beds. But I was there, hiding in the hallway, when they pleaded for their lives and lied about what they’d done — yes, they tried reasoning with a horse, and a dead horse, no less. Like your attempt to rescue my daughter, that gave me a good laugh.”

“You were there? And you let Shade kill them?”

“My dear boy,” Hazel said. “I didn’t let Shade kill them. I led him to do it. He always was such a good, obedient horse. Even in death. And now I believe it’s time to prove that to you.”

The sound of a chair scraping across the ground was followed by the crash of a chair falling over.

Hazel said, “Let’s take a short walk out back to the stable, shall we?”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Nick grabbed the handle but I stopped him from opening the door.

“Wait,” I said. “If we barge in there now she’ll have the upper hand.”

“So you just want to stay here and do nothing?” Nick said, understandably angry.

“No,” I said. “If we hurry, we can go back out the window, beat them to the stable and ambush Hazel as soon as she enters.” Even if we reached the stable first, I still had no idea how to stop a ghost. I hoped Nick and Sophie weren’t as scared as I was.

Nick nodded, as did Sophie.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket as I walked back down the stairs. Not to light my way, but to make a call. “Things have gotten out of hand. We should’ve called the police sooner.” I dialed 9–1–1 and stepped off the bottom step onto the dirt floor.

I held the phone to my ear and heard it ring once.

That was as far as the call got. My phone crackled and hissed and went dead.

At the same time, I felt an intense pain in my wrist. The sensation was cold, so cold it burned, and the icy feeling spread through my forearm, over my elbow and up to my shoulder. Sophie and Nick both screamed as if someone had plunged a long knife deep into their chests. Maybe someone had — I couldn’t move or turn my head to look. My entire body was rigid, like I’d suddenly turned into a statue.

Suddenly Ernest stepped into my line of sight and I saw that he was holding my wrist. I yelled and tried to pull myself free but his grip didn’t falter. He held me in place tightly. I felt as if my body had been set in concrete.

“You feel that?” Ernest rasped. “You can’t move, can you?”

I tried to shake my head but couldn’t, and barely managed to say, “No,” through my tightly drawn lips. The icy burn spread throughout my entire body. The pain was quickly becoming unbearable. My skin was cold — so cold — but it also felt like it was being electrocuted. Consciousness was slipping away.

“What you’re experiencing is a ‘death touch,’ and I’m sure it’s quite unpleasant. But don’t worry, the pain won’t last long since you’ll be dead soon. I did warn you that I’d kill you if you ever returned here.”

I tried to beg and plead for my life but I couldn’t speak, not even a single word.

“Your phones will no longer work,” Ernest said. “I can fry any electrical device in my vicinity, if I want — one of the advantages of being dead.”

The basement was growing colder, blacker.

Death touch, I thought deliriously. Where have I …?

“Batman,” I mumbled, unsure whether I’d actually spoken aloud or was still only thinking to myself. “Gentleman Ghost. Death touch. Nth metal. Horse. Horseshoe.” I faded for a moment then snapped back awake. “Iron.”

Ernest frowned and smiled at the same time. “Sounds like you’re losing your mind. You’ve actually stayed conscious longer than I’d expected.”

Sophie ran past us. Ernest watched her go without trying to stop her. He was probably too surprised to move, or maybe he simply didn’t think she could do anything to harm him.

But I knew then that I had spoken out loud and she had caught my meaning.

She grabbed a horseshoe off the wall and spun to face us. “Catch,” she shouted as she threw the horseshoe like a Frisbee at Ernest. In his surprise he released my wrist, and I regained control of my body almost immediately. The horseshoe passed through his shoulder and he howled in pain. Sophie tossed a horseshoe to me and another to Nick, then picked up a final one for herself.

Ernest looked at each of us, armed as we were, and retreated back to his grave, where he vanished through the dirt.

“Matt, you’re a genius!” Sophie said.

“What just happened?” Nick said in disbelief, staring at his horseshoe as if it was the first one he’d ever seen in his life.

“Old horseshoes like these are made of iron,” Sophie said. “Some people think iron repels ghosts. Well, I guess now we know it does.”

The feeling was slowly working its way back through my body as the pain from Ernest’s grasp faded away.

“What was that stuff you said about Batman and a gentleman and some sort of metal?” Nick asked me.

I briefly filled him in, then added, “Like Ernest, Gentleman Ghost calls his power a ‘death touch.’ It made me think that if that was the same, maybe the same things that hurt one ghost would also hurt the other. And since we didn’t have any Nth metal in the basement I hoped that the horseshoes would work the same way.”

“But how did you know they’d be made from iron?” Sophie asked.

“I didn’t. I had no idea what metal horseshoes are made of.” I shrugged. “But we had nothing to lose. It’s ironic that a horseshoe stopped a ghost who loves horses so much. Think it will work on Shade?”

“It’s worth a shot,” Sophie said. “We still have nothing to lose.”

“Chris!” Nick suddenly shouted. “We’ve lost too much time. There’s no way we can beat Hazel to the stable and surprise her now.”

“You’re right. We can’t beat her there.” I held my horseshoe up for a moment and then tucked it into the front of my pants, pulling my jacket down to conceal it from view. “But we can still surprise her.”

Nick and Sophie followed my lead and hid their horseshoes. I picked up the horseshoe Sophie had thrown at Ernest and hung it over his cross.

“Hopefully that will keep him buried in his grave,” I said.

Nick picked up the creepy Santa statue and placed it under the open window. I climbed on the statue’s head and pulled myself through the opening, then turned back and pulled Sophie up. Nick came next. I grabbed his hand and helped him as he climbed up the wall. Something caught my eye as I pulled him outside … but I shook it off.

“What?” he asked as we both got to our feet beside Sophie.

“Nothing,” I said. “C’mon.”

But it hadn’t been nothing.

Over Nick’s shoulder, as I’d pulled him out, I’d caught a flicker of movement down in the basement.

Ernest’s cross had trembled, and the horseshoe I’d placed there had nearly slipped off.

I cast one last wary look through the basement window and followed Nick and Sophie toward the stable.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

“I feel like I’m going to be sick to my stomach,” Nick said as we crept across the field. He slipped on a patch of ice and fell to his knee. His horseshoe fell beside him.

I grabbed him under one arm and helped him up, feeling sorry for him as I did. He’d already lost one younger sibling, and now the other was in danger.

“Thank you,” Nick said as he rose to his feet.

“What are friends for?”

Sophie dug his horseshoe out of the snow and wiped it off, then handed it back to him.

“Yeah,” Nick said as we reached the stable. “It’s good to have friends.”

Hopefully we weren’t too late.

From within the stable, Shade’s snort cut through the night.

***

Nick ran into the stable first, with Sophie and me close behind. We kept our iron horseshoes hidden for the moment. There was no sign of Hazel or Shade.

A bright circle of light from an overhead bulb illuminated the centre of the stable. And sitting on the ground at the edge of the circle was Chris, tied to a wooden pillar. His head perked up when we entered.

“Nick!” he said excitedly, then he noticed my sister and me. “You came for me!”

“Of course we came for you, bro,” Nick said.

We ran to Chris’s side and kneeled around him. Nick began untying the rope that held Chris in place.

“Make that quick,” Chris said. “She’ll be back any—”

“Minute?” a female voice said. Hazel walked around a corner. She led Shade by a rope. “Or were you going to say ‘second’? That would be more accurate, because voilà! Here I am.”

I nearly grabbed my horseshoe but had to remind myself to leave it hidden until Hazel was close enough to strike. Sophie and Nick left theirs hidden for the time being too.

“I know you two,” Hazel said, her eyes drifting over Sophie and me. Her gaze settled on Nick. “But who are you?”

“I’m Chris’s brother,” Nick said. “And I’m getting him out of here.”

“No, you’re not,” Hazel said. “Hands off the rope.”

“No.”
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“With one word from me, Shade will charge and crush the four of you before you even know what happened. Hands. Off.” Hazel made a soft clicking sound with her tongue and gently tugged on the rope, as if to make a point. Shade snorted loudly and stamped one of his front hooves on the ground. I could feel the floor shake from where I sat and had no doubt Shade could kill us in a heartbeat if Hazel commanded him.

Nick slowly released the rope. Chris was still tied to the pillar.

“Good boy,” Hazel said.

“If you could kill us right now, why wait?” Sophie asked.

“Kill four children at once?” Hazel said with mock surprise. “That seems a little dark and morbid, even by my standards. I think I’ll let one or two of you live, but I haven’t yet decided whom to spare.”

Why would she be so quick to kill any of us? Just because Danny and Jack had killed Shade? Because Sophie had tried to feed the horse? Because Chris had snuck over here to find out what happened to Clara? Something didn’t add up. There was more to Hazel’s story; I just didn’t know what.

She led Shade closer. His eyes glowed faintly blue.

“Then again,” Hazel continued, “you all know too much, so the decision might be out of my hands.”

They walked close enough to easily hit them with an accurate throw, so I yelled, “Now!” and revealed my horseshoe. Sophie and Nick did the same.

Shade reared up on his hind legs and squealed frantically. He kicked the air with his front legs and then backed away snorting.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Hazel said, trying to calm her horse. “It’s okay, boy. I won’t let them hurt you.”

“Oh, yeah?” Nick said, emboldened by the horse’s evident fear. “Just try to stop us.” He threw the horseshoe at Shade.

Shade pulled free from Hazel in a blind panic, but Hazel stepped in front of her horse and caught the horseshoe.

“What?” I said. “How did you—”

“Catch this?” Hazel asked, looking at the horseshoe in her hand and then back at us. “Iron only works on ghosts.”

“But you’re—”

“Not a ghost.”

Not a ghost. The words clanged around inside my skull, impossible to comprehend but refusing to be ignored. “That doesn’t make sense. Your husband died twenty years ago and he looked just as old then as you do now. Shouldn’t you look a whole lot …?”

Hazel looked slightly wounded but maintained her composure. She cupped her cheek and slowly dragged her fingertips to her chin. She said nothing.

Sophie picked up where I had left off. “Yeah, you should look much, much older. And I read a newspaper article that said you died before your husband. Was that a lie?”

Hazel nodded and sighed. “All right, you got me. That article was correct. Hazel died twenty-three years ago.”

“What do you mean?” Nick said. He looked as confused as I felt.

“I am not Hazel,” she said, and it felt like the ground had been pulled out from beneath my feet. “I’m her daughter.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“Clara,” Chris said from the floor. “You’re Clara.”

Clara looked at Sophie and me and said, “When you showed up at my door with your cookies and assumed I was my mother, I was taken by surprise. Angry too. Do I really look that old? The years since my father’s death have simply slipped away. I rarely go out, never allow anyone in and don’t even like looking in the mirror. But I realized it wasn’t surprising you’d mistake me for my mother. I’m the same age she was when she died.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked. “Why didn’t you correct us?”

“What would be the point? I had no plans to see either of you ever again. Not after I killed you, that is.”

“What?” Sophie said. She gripped her horseshoe a little tighter.

Clara laughed once — a sharp, piercing sound that echoed off the stable’s wooden walls. “I couldn’t just let you live. You had tried to take Shade once and I knew it was only a matter of time before you tried again, just like those evil brothers did. I already lost him before and I’ll die before I lose him again.”

“Sophie didn’t try to take your horse and we definitely don’t want anything to do with Shade now.” I spoke slowly, hoping my words would sink in. But I doubted anything I could say would get through to her at this point.

I was right.

“Drop your horseshoes,” she said.

“We don’t want—”

Clara cut me off. “Drop. Your. Horseshoes.”

I nodded at Sophie. She nodded back. We dropped our horseshoes. They clanged loudly on the floor.

“Now kick them to me.”

We did as we were told, sliding the horseshoes with the toes of our shoes. Mine slid straight across to Clara while Sophie’s stopped a little less than halfway.

“If none of you struggle, this will be over soon. But it won’t be painless, I’m afraid. Far from it.” She turned and faced Shade, then raised her hand in the air. She was going to signal him to run each of us down, and there’d be nothing we could do to stop him.

“Wait!” I shouted.

Clara looked at me. She didn’t seem overly annoyed by the interruption. If anything, she looked eager, like this was all just a game to her, a game she couldn’t lose.

I could think of only one thing that might save us — one desperate thing.

“Danny and Jack,” I said, “the brothers who killed Shade. It’s not fair that their souls have been able to live on after what they did, don’t you think?” I didn’t bother pausing to allow her to answer. “What if I was able to trick their ghosts into coming over here so you could be rid of them forever? Would you let me and my sister go?”

I looked straight at Clara, avoiding eye contact with Nick and Chris. But I couldn’t avoid hearing my sister.

“Matt! What are you doing?” Her voice was quiet, baffled and wounded.

I didn’t acknowledge her.

Clara stared at me skeptically, as if she was trying to get a read on me. After a tense moment, she said, “I can’t release all four of you. There has to be payback for breaking into my house and threatening Shade.”

I closed my eyes and swallowed. “I know. Just Sophie and me.”

Following one final pause, Clara said, “Deal. Go get Danny and Jack and bring them back here, and I’ll let you and your sister go.”

“I can’t believe this,” Nick said, full of rage. “You’ve got to be joking.”

Chris sounded like he was in shock. “Unreal.”

“No way, Matt,” Sophie said. “You can’t do this. We can’t just—”

“Yes we can,” I said, interrupting her. “C’mon, let’s go.”

“No, no, no,” Clara said. “Not so fast. I can’t let you both leave.” She pointed at me. “You go get Danny and Jack.” Then she pointed at Sophie. “She’ll stay here with me. I’ll give you fifteen minutes. If you return with the twins, I’ll let you and your sister go. And if not — or if you tell anyone: your parents, the police — she’ll be the first to die.”

My jaw tensed and I ground my teeth together. “Fine.” I didn’t like it, but I didn’t have a choice.

“Tick-tock,” Clara said.

I caught a glimpse of Sophie. She didn’t look mad or scared or even sickened. She looked disappointed. I didn’t blame her. I’d let her down, and in a big way.

It hurt to see Sophie look at me like that.

But it had to be done. I wasn’t going to stand by and do nothing. I wasn’t going to let anything bad happen to my sister, no matter the cost.

I turned and ran out of the stable. I didn’t look back.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“Danny?” I called in the darkness of my room. I stared at my closet door, closed tight. “Jack?”

Nothing happened. The door didn’t open and neither ghost made a sound. What if they were no longer in there? What if they’d moved on or something?

That wasn’t an option. They had to be in my closet. They had to be. And if they weren’t going to come out, I was going to go in.

My hand shook as I reached out to turn the handle. I took a deep breath and steadied my shakes. Get a grip, I willed myself. Sophie’s life is at stake.

Before any more doubt or fear could stop me, I threw open the door and stepped into the closet.

Only, it wasn’t my closet.

Somehow I’d opened the closet door in my bedroom and stepped into an entirely different closet in an entirely different room in an entirely different house. My closet was wide and shallow; this one was narrow and deep. It was filled with clothes for a boy my age — hanging on the left were sweaters and shirts and hanging on the right was a matching collection.

Identical clothes for identical twins.

I was in Danny and Jack’s closet. But I had no time to be scared. I’d come to collect them, after all.

I stepped into the room — the twins’ room, not mine — and scanned my surroundings. The carpet was blood red and the walls were covered in dark brown wood panelling, which in turn was covered in old movie posters from the 1980s and 90s: The Empire Strikes Back, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Back to the Future, Jurassic Park. Danny and Jack had the same taste in movies as me and my dad. It didn’t make what I had to do any easier.

“Danny? Jack?” I called again. Once more I was answered with silence.

But the silence didn’t last.

Clip, clop. Clip, clop. Clip, clop.

Horse hooves. In the hallway.

Clip, clop. Clip, clop. Clip, clop.

Getting closer. Right outside the door.

Clip, clop. Clip, clop. Clip, clop.

My breath caught in my throat and I looked wildly around the room. In my panic I jumped into one of the beds and threw the covers over my head. It was probably the worst place I could have chosen to hide, but it was too late.

The door creaked open.

Shade snorted.

He took his time crossing the room — Clip, clop. Clip, clop. Clip, clop — as if he was drawing the moment out and savouring the flavour of my fear.

He’s not real, he’s not real, he’s not real, I told myself. None of this is real. It’s all in your mind, like when you saw Sophie trampled in her bed. When you look again you won’t be in Danny and Jack’s room.

I looked again, but oh, how I was wrong.

I was still in Danny and Jack’s room, and Shade was very much in the room with me. He towered above the bed, impossibly large and staring down on me with anger. He raised up onto his two back legs, roared, thrashed his front legs in the air two or three times, then came kicking down on top of me.

***

I opened my eyes, sat bolt upright in bed and readied to scream — but stopped. I was back in my own bed, back in my own room. Scared, stressed and covered in sweat, but alive. Shade was gone. The vision of Shade was gone, I corrected myself.

How much time had passed? Five minutes? More? Either way, I couldn’t have much time left before Clara …

The closet door opened.

Slowly, Danny stepped out. His body wasn’t trampled and bloodied like the first time I’d seen him exit my closet, but the sight of a ghost entering my room still sent shivers down my spine.

“Danny,” I said. “Where’s your brother? I need to speak to you both.”

“I told you, he’s—”

“Easily startled,” I finished. There wasn’t time to waste. I had to cut to the chase. “Shade’s ghost wasn’t commanded by Mr. Creighton to kill you and your brother. His daughter, Clara, was responsible. She still lives on Briar Patch Farm, with the ghosts of her horse and father. They … they have my sister, and they’re going to kill her. But listen, Danny …”

His expression had remained calm and unemotional as I spoke, and I knew I had to sell the next part if I was going to convince Danny and Jack to help me.

“I think I know how to send Shade back to the Netherrealm and take down Clara.”

Danny finally reacted the way I had hoped — he smiled — and I knew he’d help me.

I told him then, as quickly as possible, what had happened and what we needed to do. I left out the part where I had sold out the Russos in order to save Sophie and, of course, that I had promised to hand Danny and Jack over to Clara in exchange for my sister. Those two details would have done nothing to help convince the twin ghosts to follow me to the farm.

Luckily, it wasn’t difficult convincing Danny to follow me. He seemed ready to fly through my bedroom wall and straight outside before I told him to wait for me. He didn’t even pause to question whether or not I was telling the truth — he believed everything I told him and was eager to help.

“I’ll do it for me,” he said, “but more for Jack.”

“For this to work, we need him too. Can you call him out?”

“Can we do it without him? He’s—”

“No, Danny,” I stared hard at Danny and spoke sternly. “He needs to come.”

Danny looked at the closet and sighed. “That’s going to be a problem.”

Somehow I knew without him saying it: “Jack’s not here, is he?”

Danny shook his head. “As soon as we were killed, Jack passed on. Only I remained.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

It didn’t matter. The plan would work without Jack. I’d promised Clara both brothers, but that was before I’d known Jack had already moved on.

I had to hope.

But try as I might to ignore the sinking feeling in my gut, it was there all the same.

“We heard whispering,” I told Danny. “Sophie and I. We both heard you whispering to someone in my closet the first night we saw you.”

“I … talk to Jack sometimes. Maybe often. It helps me. I know he’s not there, but I don’t care. It makes me feel less lonely.”

The past couple of nights I’d been too afraid to sleep in my own room thanks to Danny’s creepy presence, but now I felt sorry for him. He wasn’t someone to fear. He was someone I wished I could help.

Maybe I could.

I checked the time. We only had a few minutes left. “We have to go,” I said.

After a quick dash to Sophie’s room I grabbed her cellphone (mine was fried, permanently). Danny and I crept to the stairs. My parents’ bedroom light was still off. It was a lucky thing they were such deep sleepers — they’d had lots of opportunities over the past few nights to wake up and catch Sophie and me sneaking around. I briefly considered waking them — I needed help — but Clara had made it very clear that she’d kill my sister if I told anyone. So telling them was out of the question.

I told Danny to follow me outside, and I raced into the Creightons’ field.

We stopped beside the stable doors so I could catch my breath and steel my nerves. This was it, the moment of truth, and I knew I wouldn’t come out on top if I went in nervous.

Would Batman feel sick to his stomach at this moment? Of course not, but I was no hero. I was just a kid scared out of his mind and trying to save his sister.

Danny tapped me on the shoulder. His touch spread a chill over my skin like frost forming on a window. He pointed to the field past the stable. There was another cross like the pair in the basement but with a different name carved on it: Shade.

“Jeez,” I said. “Doesn’t Clara send any of her bodies to the morgue or … wherever you send dead horses?”

Danny didn’t seem to hear me. He was too absorbed in his own thoughts. “I still feel really bad about what happened with Shade. Things got out of hand.”

“I know,” I said, resisting the urge to place my hand on Danny’s shoulder. I was still chilled from his touch. “But that was still no excuse for what Clara and Shade did to you and your brother. And if you do this — if you help me — you’ll stop them from hurting anyone else.”

Danny nodded. “I hope I get to see Jack again.”

“Why do you think you stayed and he didn’t?”

“I think it was because … because it was my idea in the first place to take Shade for a ride. It was all my fault. He wasn’t just my brother. He was my best friend.”

“You’ll be reunited with him soon,” I said. “Do you remember what we talked about in my room? What we need to do?”

He nodded again, this time with resolve.

And I knew he was committed. Maybe — just maybe — this would work. I took a step toward the door.

“Wait,” Danny said. “Before you go in, I just want to say thank you.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

And then I stepped into the stable, hopefully for the last time.

The scene was pretty much as I had left it. Clara stood beside Shade on one side of the stable, and Chris was still tied to a pillar in the middle. Nick and Sophie were kneeling on either side of him. Everyone looked at me as soon as I walked into the light. The looks on my sister’s face and those of the Russo brothers were angry enough to kill.

I stopped just inside the open doorway.

“Where are the twins?” Clara asked.

I shook my head and raised my arms pleadingly. “They’re still in my room. I couldn’t convince them to come. I think they knew I was up to something. They were suspicious that I was setting a trap.”

Clara shook her head. “I’m sorry to hear that. We had a deal.”

“Yes, but give me time and I’m sure I’ll be able to convince them, somehow, to come over here.”

“That’s not how this works,” Clara said. “The deal was you had fifteen minutes to return with Danny and Jack and I’d let you and your sister go. And if you didn’t, well, your sister would be the first to die. That was the deal. And now I’m afraid I have no choice but to honour my end of the bargain.”

Without looking at me, Sophie stood slowly and faced Clara and Shade. The action spoke loud and clear: I’m not afraid of you.

Clara laughed at Sophie’s show of defiance, but I thought I detected a note of concern in the sound. She looked over her shoulder at Shade.

Shade snorted and stamped his hoof, preparing to charge.

Sophie stood her ground.

Clara raised her hand. “Shade,” she said, then lowered her hand like an executioner’s axe. “Kill.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“Wait!” I shouted, breaking the tension.

Clara’s eyes flicked to me. She looked ready to charge me herself, but there was curiosity there too. She raised her hand again, this time to stop Shade, and the horse obeyed her.

I breathed a sigh of relief. “If I had been able to convince Danny and Jack to come over here, would you actually have let my sister and me go?”

Clara regarded me for a moment as if weighing out the pros and cons of being truthful.

“You already know, don’t you?” she asked.

I didn’t answer, didn’t even nod. The longer I could draw this out the better. It gave Danny more time to get into position.

“No, I never intended to let you and your sister go. How could I? You know too much. You’d tell your parents and I’d have the police banging down my front door like that.” Clara snapped her fingers.

I laughed. It was fake, but Clara didn’t know that and she took the bait.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing, really. It’s just, if that had happened I wouldn’t be using my phone. It was fried in your basement when Ernest confronted us.”

“You were in my basement?” Clara roared. “You saw my father?”

“Yeah, that’s where we first discovered that iron horseshoes repel ghosts. And I gotta say, it’s a little weird you buried your parents in your basement.”

“I dug them up from the cemetery and brought them home to be with me, where they belong!”

I pictured Clara sitting in the damp darkness with her parents’ decomposing corpses and her father’s ghost, and I knew that’s why the furniture had been set up down there.

“Sadly, my mother’s ghost didn’t come back with my father’s,” Clara said. “But dear old Dad, like Shade, died with unfinished business. They were eager to return … for revenge.”

“Ernest is dead,” I said. “Well, dead again. We pinned him down with iron horseshoes until he evaporated before our eyes. And since I couldn’t get Danny and Jack to come over here with me, I’m going to grab one of those horseshoes and do the same to your horse.”

My lie about evaporating Ernest and my threat of killing Shade worked. Clara locked eyes with me and I could feel her fury radiating off her like heat waves. She was enraged, desperate and irrational.

And all of her hatred was focused straight at me.

“You,” she said. She wrinkled her nose and pulled her lips back as if addressing me physically repulsed her. “Shade! Charge!”

Shade rocketed toward me — not Sophie — like a cannonball. White froth spewed from his mouth and he grunted loudly. His hooves thundered so forcefully that I could feel the ground shake from across the stable. Ba da rump, ba da rump, ba da rump!

I stood my ground. When Shade was only a few metres away I shouted, “Danny! Now!”

Danny slipped through the roof and dropped through the air. He landed on Shade’s back and grabbed his mane. He didn’t pull back or try to slow Shade — instead, he spurred the horse forward at a faster clip.

I jumped to the side just in time to avoid being run down.

Danny rode Shade through the open doorway.

Everything was going according to plan. Everything was going perfectly.

It didn’t last.

Through the open stable doors, I caught a glimpse of a man approaching from the farmhouse.

Ernest.


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

How had Ernest gotten past the horseshoe? I had seen it wobble, but not fall. And then a quick image flashed before my eyes, as realistic as the two hallucinations I’d had before. After we’d left the basement, the opossum had skittered out of its hiding place and bumped into the cross, knocking the horseshoe to the ground. I didn’t know how I knew, but I knew that was what had happened.

And my hatred for that opossum reached new heights.

But there was no time to think about it. Ernest had nearly reached the stable. If he got in, not only would he be able to attack us, but I didn’t know how to get him all the way back to his grave. And even if I could achieve that, he’d probably just escape again.

“Sophie!” I yelled. “Throw me that horseshoe!” I pointed at the one she had kicked toward Clara, the one that had only made it halfway across the stable.

Without hesitating she picked it up and threw it to me.

I caught it and ran outside, straight toward Ernest.

I think the boldness of me charging him caught him off guard. He frowned and slowed his pace. That was good.

“Danny!” I shouted as I ran. “I need your help!”

He was galloping away fast, but he heard me over Shade’s thundering hooves and looked back over his shoulder. Seeing what was happening, he pulled Shade in an arc, circling Ernest and me.

I didn’t slow down. At the last possible second — right before colliding with Ernest — I raised the horseshoe and slammed it into his chest. With my free hand I grabbed hold of his shirt and pulled him toward Shade’s grave.

Shocked, Ernest yelled and stumbled, allowing me to drag him to my intended target. But at the same time he grabbed the back of my neck and my body tensed with pain. I closed my eyes tight, grunted in agony and forced my legs to keep moving, hoping that I was still heading in the right direction. My stomach churned, my head throbbed and I felt like I’d pass out at any moment.

Thankfully, it was enough.

I felt bumpy earth beneath my feet and opened my eyes to see that I’d managed to pull Ernest to Shade’s grave.

Ernest’s grave had acted as a portal before. I could only hope Shade’s would act the same way — and on a one-way, permanent basis this time.

I dropped to the ground and pulled Ernest down with me. He landed on his side, our faces only a few centimetres apart. A small white dot flickered deep in each of his irises, but otherwise his eyes were cold. The sight chilled my blood.

Fortunately, it was the last I saw of him.

Danny rode Shade straight through the ground and disappeared into the grave, first crushing, then pulling Ernest into the earth with them.

A deathly silence stretched out across the field. The wind died and it started to snow. I held my breath and stared at the grave, worrying I’d see either Shade or Ernest come kicking and crawling back up through the dirt, but that didn’t happen.

Danny thought he’d be able to keep them in the Netherrealm and prevent them from coming back, but I placed the horseshoe on the ground, just in case.

Feet pounded across the snow behind me.

“Matt! Watch out!” Sophie shouted.

I spun and jumped out of the way. Clara dropped to her knees before Shade’s grave. Sophie, Nick and Chris stood behind her.

All the anger and hatred had drained out of Clara’s face, leaving behind pale skin, sunken eyes and quivering lips. Her shoulders were hunched and she bent forward at the waist as if her body was broken and hollow. She buried her face in her hands, and then she began to cry.

She didn’t appear to be a threat anymore, so I joined my sister and the Russo brothers.

“I am so, so sorry,” I told them.

“It’s all right,” Chris said, raising his hand to prevent me from saying anything else.

“I’m not going to lie,” Nick said. “I was super angry when I thought you were selling us out.”

“I’ve never been so angry in my life,” Sophie said.

Nick continued. “But now we know it was all part of your plan.”

Sophie looked at Clara, then at the grave. “Are they gone for good? Ernest and Shade? And Danny too?”

“I hope so,” I said.

“How did you know Danny would be able to ride Shade into the ground?”

“I didn’t. But I couldn’t think of anything else, so I figured it was worth a shot. Remember that Batman comic book? I figured if iron worked in the real world the way Nth metal worked in the comic, maybe a ghost with a grudge would be able to force Shade — and Ernest — back to the place they belong. In the comic it was called the Netherworld. It stuck in my mind thanks to Sophie — she pointed it out earlier tonight.”

Sophie beamed.

I lowered my voice a notch or two. “Clara called it the Netherrealm. I guessed that they were similar places, and that Ernest and Shade could be forced there by another ghost. Luckily, Danny really wanted to see his brother — Jack’s ghost moved on as soon as he died — and he wanted to make sure Ernest and Shade couldn’t hurt any more kids.”

Clara continued to sob with her back to us.

“So basically,” Sophie said, “your love of superheroes saved us.”

I shrugged and returned the smile.

“No, seriously. It saved our lives,” Sophie said. “Wait until Dad hears that you used your geekiness for good. He’s going to be so proud. Dad’s a huge geek too,” she added for Nick and Chris’s benefit.

I hadn’t taken my eyes off Clara as we spoke. She didn’t look at us or say a word. It was as if she was in her own world.

“When I went home I grabbed this,” I said as I took Sophie’s phone out of my pocket.

“Didn’t it get fried when you entered the stable?” Sophie asked.

I turned it on. I didn’t know her passcode, but there were three bars on the top of the screen, so it had a signal. “I guess ghosts only do that if they mean to, not just by getting too close to a phone.” I held the phone out for Sophie. “Anyway, can you call the police?”

Sophie didn’t have time to take the phone.

Clara quickly got to her feet and lunged at me. Her fingers wrapped around my throat and squeezed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The world had shifted once more. It was no longer night. It was no longer winter. But I was still standing in the field at Briar Patch Farm.

The farmhouse and stable were the same but in better condition, and the field and gardens were in much better shape. There was only one other house nearby, and it looked nothing like ours. The two homes were surrounded by grassy hills, trees and bushes.

There was a car in the driveway and a FOR SALE sign hammered into the ground beside the road. I approached the front of the house just as the door opened and Ernest and Hazel stepped out into the sunlight. Hazel held a small sign that said SOLD.

A moment later, Clara followed. She looked twenty years younger than I was used to, about forty years old.

I didn’t bother hiding. They looked right through me.

“So, what do you think?” Ernest asked Clara.

“I love it,” Clara said. “But don’t ask me. This has always been her dream. What do you think, Mom?”

Hazel smiled with her mouth and her eyes. “It’s perfect.” She spread her arms and her grown daughter eagerly flung herself into the embrace as if she was four years old, not forty. “I’ve always wanted to live in the country. And after I read Black Beauty when I was eight years old, I’ve always wanted to have a horse.”

“I’m pleased for you,” Clara said. “I’m pleased for us. We’re going to be so happy here.” She let go of her mother and quickly looked back at the house. “I forgot my purse inside. I’ll be right back.” She stepped back into the house.

Hazel’s smile faltered as she turned to Ernest and gave him a meaningful look, but he held up his hands and stopped her from saying whatever she had been thinking.

“She can live with us as long as she needs to,” he said. “I stopped thinking she should live on her own years ago. If you’re both happy, I’m happy. That’s honestly all I want.”

Hazel’s smile returned. “Thank you, Ernest.” They hugged and she added, “This is a dream come true. I think I’m going to need to pinch my arms every morning till the day I die to make sure it’s real.”

Ernest waited on the porch for Clara to return and Hazel walked to the street.

Neither Hazel nor Ernest saw the pickup truck that turned the corner at the end of the country road. It swerved wildly and nearly drove off the road, then righted itself and continued toward Briar Patch Farm.

Hazel placed the small SOLD sign on the larger FOR SALE one. She sighed, a satisfied sound.

Then she frowned.

So did Ernest.

They looked down the road toward the sound of the approaching truck.

“Hazel?” Ernest said, shielding his eyes from the sun. He took a step toward her.

“He’s driving awfully fast,” Hazel said quietly.

“Hazel?” Ernest repeated, a little louder than before.

Clara stepped outside.

The truck accelerated.

“Hazel!” Ernest shouted.

She didn’t move. The truck veered left. It jumped onto the front lawn.

It drove into her and she flipped over the hood, then landed on the front lawn. The driver didn’t slow down. He drove back onto the road and sped away, kicking up a cloud of dirt in the truck’s wake.

“Hazel, no!”

“Mom!”

Ernest and Clara ran to Hazel’s side and knelt in the grass beside her. Blood ran out of her mouth but she was still breathing.

“This can’t be happening,” Clara said. Tears streamed down her flushed cheeks. “Tell me this isn’t real.”

Ernest seemed paralyzed.

“Promise me,” Hazel said softly. She seemed to know she’d been hurt too badly to recover.

“Anything,” Clara said.

“I want to know you’ll be happy. Promise me you’ll still move here. Promise me—” She coughed, and more blood trickled down her chin. “Promise me you’ll get the horse.”

Clara closed her eyes tightly and nodded. “I promise.”

“Do you remember the name I always wanted?”

Clara nodded again. Tears fell from her chin. “Shade. I’ll never let anything happen to him, as long as I live.”

And as I watched the scene, the sky and the grass and the farmhouse and Ernest and Hazel faded away, leaving Clara behind in a crumpled heap — before she disappeared as well.

***

The world returned, cold and dark once more.

It took a moment for me to get my bearings. I was lying on the ground, my back on the snow. Sophie looked down at me.

“Matt!” she shouted. “You’re all right!”

“I’m fine,” I said, sitting up and rubbing my head. “What happened? How long have I been out for?”

“A few minutes,” she said. “You fainted as soon as she touched you.” Sophie pointed at Clara, held back by Nick and Chris. With her head slumped and her eyes closed she wasn’t putting up a fight. All the same, I hoped the Russos wouldn’t relax their grips for a second.

I didn’t think I’d fainted, not exactly. The vision — that was the closest word for what I’d seen — was stronger, more real, than those I’d had before. I hoped I never had another.

“Good news: my phone still works,” Sophie said. “I called 9–1–1 as soon as they pulled Clara off you and you didn’t wake up. They’ll be here soon.”

“Best news I’ve heard all week,” I said, rubbing my pounding head. “Mind if I borrow your phone? I think it’s time we tell Mom and Dad what’s happened.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.”

“Even that we’ve decided to move to Florida when they die?”

“Maybe not everything.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“Are you two excited for your first day at your new school tomorrow?” Mom asked from across the breakfast table.

“Does a one-legged duck swim in circles?” Sophie asked.

We’d spent far more time inside our house than outside during the remainder of March break. Mom had been too frightened to let us out of her sight, and the truth was I didn’t mind. Neither did Sophie. The first few days in our new home had exhausted us, especially the final confrontation with Clara, Ernest and Shade. But now we were both itching to get out and do something, anything. School included. I’d take a full day of math classes over another day spent cooped up inside, plus I was looking forward to seeing Nick and Chris again. Their parents had also kept them in their house for the rest of the week. We’d been texting each other on our new phones.

“Hot stuff coming through!” Dad shouted. He crossed the kitchen carrying a frying pan in one hand and a spatula in the other. “And no, I’m not just talking about your breakfast.” He looked at us for a moment, and when no one replied he added, “I’m referring to me. I’m the hot stuff.”

“Yeah, we get it,” Mom said with a smile.

But Dad wasn’t the type to let jokes that had fallen flat get him down. He flipped a couple of pancakes out of the pan and onto our plates.

I stared down at the pancakes. Dad had shaped them to look like Slimer from Ghostbusters.

“Too soon?” Dad asked.

Whether or not Dad had intended it as a joke, I couldn’t stop laughing. He smiled in relief and ruffled my hair.

“Don’t encourage him, honey,” Mom told Dad. “He’ll grow up to be some sort of ghost hunter or something.”

“Don’t worry,” Sophie said through a mouth packed with pancakes. “When I grow up I want to be an auditor.”

This time, Mom was the one who couldn’t stop laughing.

“You don’t want to be a horse trainer?” Dad asked sarcastically.

“Nope,” Sophie said. “I wonder why?” she added with a smile.

I was happy right then. Really happy. We’d been through a lot but we could already laugh about it. I still missed my hometown, but as long as we had each other we’d be okay no matter what life threw at us.

After all, Sophie and I had beaten a ghost, a ghost horse and a woman who wanted us dead. After they’d arrived and arrested Clara, we’d told the police everything, even about the ghosts. Who knows if they’d believed us. But they’d recorded our statements and told us they’d investigate whether Clara had had anything to do with killing Danny and Jack. Two days later there was an article in the paper that said Clara had confessed and would be tried for their murders in addition to what she had done to us.

I finished eating my Slimer pancakes and cleared my plate and cutlery, leaving Sophie, Mom and Dad at the table. The Sunday newspaper was on the counter beside the sink. A headline caught my eye and I froze. My plate nearly slipped out of my fingers. I hurriedly put my dishes away, grabbed the newspaper off the counter, tucked it into the back of my pants and concealed it with my shirt. No one had noticed what I’d done.

“Hey, um, Sophie?” I said. “Do you still have that Batman comic of mine?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I have it back?”

“Sure.”

“Now?”

Sophie sighed and stood from her chair. “Fine.”

Mom stared at me with a raised eyebrow and then looked at Dad.

He shrugged and said, “When a boy’s gotta read Batman, a boy’s gotta read Batman.”

I led Sophie upstairs, my feet heavy and my head spinning. She tried to go to her room to get the comic but I guided her into mine.

“The comic’s in—”

“I don’t need the comic,” I said. I peeked at my closet. All week I’d been casting nervous glances at it even though I knew Danny had gone to the Netherrealm and wouldn’t be back.

“What’s wrong?” Sophie asked.

I pulled the newspaper from behind my shirt. “Remember how Clara said Shade and her father died with unfinished business and came back for revenge?”

Sophie nodded slowly, her eyes widening.

I pointed to the article that had caught my eye in the kitchen.

The headline read: “Courtice Murder Suspect Clara Creighton Dies of Heart Attack.”

“If she doesn’t have unfinished business and a thirst for revenge,” I said as a chill nearly as cold as Ernest’s death touch spread through my body, “I don’t know who does.”
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