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			CHAPTER ONE

			WE’D ONLY GOTTEN halfway through the toasts at Lucy Valdez’s wedding when I had to vomit.

			This was not a reaction to the wedding, or the toasts. Lucy is one of my best friends in the whole world and I was bursting with happiness over her marriage to her longtime love, Rose Rorick. The ceremony was a beautiful, intimate affair at local karaoke hole-in-the-wall The Gutter—a place that held special meaning for the couple—and I’d managed to get through my maid of honor speech without spewing adorable hors d’oeuvres all over the bright-but-tasteful floral centerpieces.

			But as soon as I raised my glass and took a big ol’ sip of sparkling apple juice . . . well. All bets were off. Nausea descended over my entire being, queasiness threading through my gut, all like: Hey, so even though you’re a superheroine who’s saved the city a million times over, you are also a human growing another human in your stomach, like a little parasite who makes you constantly and violently ill. Also, morning sickness is actually not restricted to morning and is, in fact, All The Time sickness. Enjoy the weird-ass things your body can do!

			As Lucy’s friend Celine started in on a gorgeously heartfelt rendition of the theme song to Star Trek: Enterprise, I set my glass down with an unceremonious thunk, muttered, “Gotta throw up—and no, I don’t need help with that” at my husband, Nate Jones, and booked it to the bathroom.

			I made it just in time, throwing myself into the dank, closet-like space of the Gutter bathroom and puking my guts out. Thankfully, most of it landed in the toilet.

			“Bleeeaaarggghhh,” I groaned, slumping against the wall next to the toilet and fishing in my dress pocket for the tiny bottle of mouthwash I’d taken to carrying around with me.

			Then the door flung itself open with a mighty whack and I screamed.

			“Evie Tanaka!” Aveda Jupiter (aka Annie Chang, aka my best friend) appeared in the doorway—container of mints in one hand, glass of ginger ale in the other. She was clad in a fabulous hot pink sheath dress, her long black hair swept into its customary power ponytail, her striking black eyes flashing with determination. She looked every inch the badass superheroine she was. But perhaps with a new dedication to fighting crime related to halitosis and stomach flu.

			“I knew you were looking green around the gills during that toast,” she declared, marching into the bathroom. She brandished the mints at me, raising a single imperious eyebrow. “Here.”

			I took them from her and popped a few in my mouth, watching as she settled herself next to me. “You need to take that anti-nausea medication the doctor prescribed,” she said, her forehead creasing with worry. “Remember, we talked about that—”

			“Annie.” I tucked the mints into my pocket next to the mouthwash, then reached over to take the ginger ale from her. “I’m pregnant, unpredictable vom happens. Countless humans go through this every day.”

			“Those supposed countless humans aren’t my best friend,” Aveda said, straightening her spine and leveling me with one of her piercing Aveda Jupiter stares.

			Five years ago, that stare would’ve had me scrambling, trying to figure out how to best placate and soothe her legendary diva temper. Now I just cocked an eyebrow at her and swigged my ginger ale.

			“I want to make sure you’re taking the absolute best care of yourself, and that I’m doing everything I can to assist you in this task,” Aveda continued. Her gaze wandered to my stomach, which was still maintaining its same basic, non-pregnant shape. “And I must remain vigilant, because your body doesn’t look that different yet. I know you’re only two months in, but it’s a little too easy to forget you’ve got a potential superbaby packed away in there.”

			“Lovely imagery,” I said, chuckling as I sipped my ginger ale. It bubbled through my stomach, crisp and refreshing. “Trust me, I never forget—my body might not look different, but it feels like it’s been taken over by a cantankerous alien who craves pickles slathered in peanut butter and furikake and is sick all the time and also has increased levels of undeniable horniness.”

			“Wait, really?” Aveda goggled at me. “Souped-up sex drive? Are you going to drag Nate into The Gutter’s back room later? I know that spot has, ah, sentimental meaning for you two.”

			“I already tried that, before I started feeling pukey.” I set my empty glass to the side and leaned back against the bathroom wall. “He wasn’t into it.”

			“Seriously?!” Aveda’s brows drew together, her stare getting more intense. “I thought you guys were always into it, maybe even too much into it, given that you were willing to . . . well, get into it in gross places like The Gutter’s back room.”

			“You’re one to talk—I’ve never had sex on the floor of a demon-possessed bridal salon,” I said, allowing my eyes to drift closed. The soothing effects of the ginger ale were already wearing off and the room was feeling a little . . . spinny. “Anyway, Nate’s been nervous about, as he would put it, ‘engaging in too much physically strenuous activity.’ Ever since the doctor warned me about my blood pressure.”

			“Mmm,” Aveda said. My eyes were still closed, but I could feel her gaze on me as she analyzed this new information. “Don’t you also have a medication for that? Although, given your flakiness with the anti-nausea meds, I suppose I can understand some extra caution. After all, this is Team Tanaka/Jupiter’s first baby.” I felt her hand close around mine, her voice warming. “Oh, Evie, just look at you. You’re glowing.”

			I opened my eyes and smiled back at her—and refrained from noting that the “glow” was most likely from the bathroom’s harsh fluorescent light beating down on us. Team Tanaka/Jupiter was my superheroing partnership with Aveda—although it was also so much more than that.

			Aveda and I had been best friends ever since kindergarten. We were the only Asian Americans in Mrs. Miller’s class and Aveda had defended me against an angry mob of children who deemed my snacktime Spam musubi “gross.” I’d held her hair back when she puked it all up later, and we’d been inseparable from then on.

			Things had taken a turn fourteen years ago, when wannabe demon queen Shasta had opened up the first ever Otherworld portal in San Francisco, set on invasion. (Shasta was also Nate’s mom, making her technically my mother-in-law. And the grandmother to our baby, which I tried not to think about too much.) Unfortunately for Shasta, that portal was so shitty and unstable, it snapped shut immediately, killing her raiding party of humanoid demons and stranding her in our realm. The powers formerly housed in the bodies of her raiding party had migrated to human bodies—like mine and Aveda’s. And that portal had aftereffects we were still dealing with, all these years later. First it had been smaller portals that kept opening up and depositing smaller demons on our formerly peaceful Bay Area doorstep. Aveda, who had always known she was destined for greatness, christened herself Aveda Jupiter, beloved superheroine of San Francisco. She’d fought those “puppy demons”—piranha-like pests who took the form of the first Earthly object they saw.

			Nearly a decade ago, I’d become her personal assistant—this was after I dropped out of my grad school program in Pop Culture Studies due to a little incident involving the fire power I’d spent a good chunk of my life trying to suppress and the Morgan College library. Which I’d sort of burned down. Yeah.

			And five years ago, we’d become legit co-superheroines—this was after I accidentally let loose with the fire power while I was posing as Aveda and had been forced to confront my various issues stemming from my need for control, my tendency to go out of my way to blend into the background, and the occasionally toxic, co-dependent bond Aveda and I had shared for so many years. Now we were best friends and true partners in protecting San Francisco from all demon threats, along with our hodgepodge collection of a found family.

			“We’ll make sure you take all of your medication as soon as we get back to HQ,” Aveda said. “In the meantime, is there anything else I can take care of for you—ooh! Do you want to do that interview with Maisy? You know she’s lurking around out there, right? She wants to get our hot takes on the wedding of the year!”

			“A true shock, considering she wasn’t actually invited to the wedding of the year,” I said, rolling my eyes. “And no, I do not want to talk to Maisy Kane. I’m surprised you’d even suggest that, given how she’s used her blog against you in the past—all that rumor-mongering and harmful gossip, making you seem like an out-of-control diva with jealousy issues . . .”

			“I kind of was an out-of-control diva with jealousy issues,” Aveda countered. “But like you, I’ve had a glow-up. Don’t you want to show yours off for the press?” She flashed me an approving grin. “I mean, not only are you a superheroine, you’re married to a hot scientist who adores you above all things, and you’ve finally worked out your complicated bonds with both your unruly little sister and your awesome best friend and superheroing partner.” She gestured to herself, beaming. “Your life is so totally perfect right now—can you even believe that?”

			My smile froze on my face as I tried to shove down the jolt of conflicting emotions that statement provoked in me.

			Because yes, it was true: now that I’d reached my early thirties, my life was basically perfect. My life had never been . . . well, any kind of perfect, so this felt decidedly weird. And the way it was perfect was pretty freaking unexpected, given that it looked very different from how I’d imagined it all those years ago, when I was a grad student struggling to pass all my classes and make ends meet and raise my little sister after our mom died and our dad took off on an ill-advised “vision quest” that did not involve maintaining any kind of regular contact with his abandoned children.

			And now this baby was going to make it even more perfect, at least according to Aveda and Lucy and my sister Bea and . . . well, basically anyone you might ask.

			So why was I feeling so . . .

			I shook my head, my hand slipping into my pocket to fiddle with the mini mouthwash bottle. I couldn’t even put it into words, really. But whenever I thought about the baby—about it actually, you know, emerging—all I got was an instant surge of full-body dread.

			And that meant that every time someone expressed joy or giddiness about it, I could only give them that frozen smile in return.

			Thankfully, no one outside of Team Tanaka/Jupiter knew about the baby yet. That was another reason I didn’t want to talk to Maisy—she’d use her gossip blogger instincts and just, like, know something was up with me. And then she’d leak it in the most salacious way possible and everyone would know and I really couldn’t deal with that—

			Ugh. Why did I feel like this? Why wasn’t I actually glowing, dammit?!

			“Evie.” Aveda grabbed my hand and I snapped back to attention. “Are you about to get sick again? Or are you having one of those weird cramps or do your boobs hurt or . . .” She dropped my hand, tapping away at her phone. “I know! Let’s call Bea! That always makes you feel better . . .”

			“Annie! We don’t need to bother her—”

			“Evie!” Suddenly my little sister’s face filled the phone screen, her brilliant hazel eyes lit with worry. “What’s wrong? Are you going into labor? Is little Galactus Tanaka-Jones on their way already?”

			“God no, I’m barely pregnant!” I exclaimed, shaking my head. “And please stop calling the baby that.”

			“Thank goodness.” Her shoulders slumped with relief and her expression morphed into the same warm, giddy smile currently gracing Aveda’s face. A genuine smile. Not like my frozen one. “Yeah, I guess it hasn’t been that long, huh? Time just feels different on the island, ya know?”

			“How is everything going in Maui?” I said, trying to steer her to another topic.

			Her giddy smile widened. “Big Sis, it is the absolute best. The weather’s so beautiful and we’re doing so much great research and the food is just beyond. My brain feels totally challenged and I’ve eaten some kind of musubi every freakin’ day. You have to come visit.”

			“I will,” I said—and now my smile felt real, too.

			I’d been worried about Bea moving—temporarily—to Maui to work for Hawaii’s newly formed Demon Unit. She’d always been a little too impulsive, a little too driven by whatever shiny thing had captured her fancy, and she never looked before she leapt. That had, in fact, kind of been her thing for the twenty-three years she’d been alive—to leap wherever she pleased without looking. But she’d been working hard to get her shit together and the two of us had even been doing joint therapy sessions on Skype, trying to deal with the effects from familial fallout we’d suppressed for so many years. It was clear the new gig was doing her good. She was actually glowing, her skin luminous and sun-kissed.

			“Are you at Lucy’s wedding?” Bea asked, leaning closer to the screen. “I’m still totally devastated I couldn’t be there, but she and Rose had to set that date so fast to work with Rose’s schedule, and I was apparently very necessary for a big project we’ve got here at work, and—”

			“Bea, it’s okay, we know,” Aveda said, giving her an amused look. “Anyway, they’re coming your way for the honeymoon—you can show them around the island.”

			“Big yay on that,” Bea said, perking up. “Wait, are you guys in the Gutter bathroom? Did you not take your anti-nausea medication again, Evie, because—”

			“We’ve talked about that—yes, I know,” I said, my smile reverting to its frozen state. “I’ll take it when I get home.”

			“You would never accept that kind of brush-off about an important responsibility from me,” Bea insisted. “You have to take care of yourself—”

			“What’s going on in here? Why have you been gone for so long?”

			Aveda and I looked up to see Nate attempting to pretzel his hulking form into the cramped space of the bathroom, his deep rumble of a voice reverberating off the dingy walls. After banging his knee against the sink twice, he knelt in front of me, his dark eyes scanning my face. “Are you all right? I’ve told you, you need to let me know immediately if you’re having any symptoms—”

			“I’m fine,” I interrupted, my voice coming out way snappier than I intended. I reached over to brush his wild shock of dark hair out of his eyes, trying to soften the temper behind my words. And also trying not to feel stung by the way he was looking at me—as if I were a patient he was examining, and not, you know, his wife.

			Nate was Team Tanaka/Jupiter’s resident physician and demonologist, and we’d had one of those bickering type of relationships that had eventually led to us hooking up (“Finally,” Lucy had groaned), falling in love, and getting married. Our relationship had survived the revelation that he was a half-demon (mothered by terrible Shasta—I’d shoved her ass into an Otherworld portal after she’d tried to take over the city and kill everyone and we hadn’t heard from her since), not to mention a wedding plagued by literal Bridezillas and me being demonically possessed for a hot second.

			I was hoping it could also survive an unplanned pregnancy, me puking all the time, and him worrywarting constantly about my blood pressure.

			“Truly, I’m fine,” I repeated, even as the room started to spin again. I breathed deeply, trying to calm any leftover queasiness. “I just got a little sick—”

			“Hi, Nate!” Bea yelped from the phone screen, giving him a cheery wave.

			“Beatrice.” Nate returned her grin, then whipped back to me, his brow furrowing. “Wait, what do you mean ‘a little sick’? Clearly you were sick enough to call Bea from the bathroom, which seems to indicate—”

			“Aveda called her,” I said, pasting on my frozen smile and trying with all my might not to snap at him again. “Because she’s being a worrywart, just like you, hovering over me when I am totally fi—”

			“Evie!” Now Lucy was bustling into the increasingly crowded bathroom, a vision in her tea-length lace wedding dress. Her tiny poof of a veil, attached to a hopelessly chic pillbox hat, twitched with distress. “Love, why didn’t you just say you were feeling poorly, we could have cut the toasts short! Rose’s brother has a penchant for nattering on anyway.” She knelt down next to me, squishing her minuscule frame between Aveda and Nate—neither of whom looked like they were in favor of being squished.

			“Wow, Luce, you look so beautiful!” Bea exclaimed from the phone screen.

			“Thank you, darling!” Lucy said, beaming. “Wait, Evie, why are you FaceTiming from this revolting bathroom?” She tilted her head at me. “How sick are you? We can get one of Rose’s SFPD colleagues to take you to the hospital, they have one of those special cars with the sirens and the lights so you can cut through all that hideous San Francisco traffic—”

			“I. Am. Fine!” I spat out. I struggled to my feet, ignoring the chorus of protests that rose up around me (and the fact that there was so little space in the bathroom, I immediately banged my elbow against the wall). “I don’t need to go to the hospital. I don’t need a police escort. I don’t even need to take that medication when I get home because, news flash, I’m not going to die if I don’t take it, I’m just going to throw up a little. And anyway, I’m totally done throwing up for now.”

			The room spun again and I swallowed hard, trying to ignore it.

			“I think I want to walk home,” I said, striding toward the door, attempting to hold my head high and not let on that anything was wrong. “Alone,” I added hastily.

			“Are you sure that’s the best idea?” Lucy said, her voice soft. “I know it’s not far, but—”

			“The rest of you should enjoy the party,” I interrupted, stepping outside of the bathroom. “Enjoy your wedding, Luce! I just need to lie down.” I turned back to look at them, once again pasting the brightest smile I could manage across my face. “I love you all, but I need some fresh air and some quiet and none of you are great at providing . . . well, either of those things, but especially the second one.”

			“Point,” Aveda said, giving me a half-smile. “This is where I give you space, right? Because you’ve requested the establishment of a boundary, and as your friend attempting to maintain our currently very healthy relationship, I must listen to you!”

			“Exactly,” I said, managing to keep my smile plastered across my face even as another wave of excruciating nausea rolled over me.

			It’s cool, I told myself. Just breathe. Walk. Keep walking. You’ll be fine. And maybe you should take that medication when you get home, actually.

			I turned back around and took a step toward The Gutter’s exit.

			That’s it, one step at a time . . . one foot in front of the other . . .

			“Lucy!”

			My meticulously careful step-taking was interrupted by Rose Rorick—head of the San Francisco Police Department’s Demon Unit and Lucy’s bride—as she hustled around the corner, nearly smacking into me. She looked sharp as ever in a perfectly fitting tux and shoes shined to maximum brightness. Scott Cameron—Aveda’s husband, my friend since childhood, and our resident mage—was right behind her.

			“Oops, sorry, Evie.” Rose reached out to grab my elbow, steadying me. “I was just looking for Lucy, we have to do the cake—”

			“Be there in a jiff, darling,” Lucy called out from the bathroom.

			“And I was looking for Annie,” Scott said, craning his neck to try to see into the bathroom.

			“Also here!” Aveda exclaimed. “And also will be out as soon as Evie, um . . .”

			“Continues on her very empowering and healthy boundary-setting walk home!” Lucy declared with gusto.

			Rose smiled at her, then turned back to me, her hand still on my elbow. “Are you all right?” she said, her gaze turning concerned as she studied my face. “You look a bit, ah . . .”

			“Fine!” I chirped, making my smile so big, my cheeks hurt. “I was just about to head out, sorry I can’t stay for the cake. And Rose, you look absolutely—”

			I never got to finish that sentence.

			Because it was right then that I threw up again. All over Rose’s shiny shoes.

			“You’re still glowing!” Aveda’s encouraging voice called out from the bathroom.

			This time, I couldn’t muster the energy to give her a smile—not even a fake one.

			And even if I had, my smile would have been completely destroyed by what happened next. I heard everyone’s phones beep—including mine. Then murmuring and rustling as people fished their devices from their pockets.

			I would’ve fished mine out too, but I was very focused on not throwing up again.

			“Oh . . . dear,” Aveda said, all traces of enthusiasm and encouragement evaporating from her voice. “Evelyn, I know you don’t always listen to me, but please listen to me now: do not look at your phone.”

		

	
		
			MAISY KANE PRESENTS: BUZZ BY THE BAY

			By Maisy Kane, Half-Demon Princess Editrix

			Bonjour, my dearest readers! As you may have guessed, your pal Maisy was very busy today attending San Francisco’s wedding of the year!

			Lucy Valdez, fabulous fight trainer to the city’s preeminent superheroine team, wed Rose Rorick, head of the SFPD’s Demon Unit. It was a glorious affair, the cascades of lily-heavy flower arrangements trying valiantly to hide the undeniable grunge of The Gutter—and mostly succeeding!

			My lovelies, I truly hate to steal the spotlight from the brides, but I must confess something. I happened upon the most delicious news after the ceremony, and as an upstanding journalist, it is my duty to report it. You see, I noticed that fabulous superheroine Evie Tanaka—the maid of honor and a close, personal friend of mine—was looking a mite peaked. I also noticed she was drinking sparkling cider instead of the customary champagne. And the EVEDA hive knows that Evie and her superheroing partner, Aveda Jupiter, love to imbibe at every possible opportunity—those two never met a mimosa they didn’t like! Once her maid of honor toast was done, our dear Evie turned an absolutely violent shade of puce and made a run for the bathroom. I’ll admit, my reporter senses started tingling as soon as I saw what a voluminous, unflattering frock she’d chosen to wear for maid of honor duties—and now those senses were positively ablaze!

			I spied Aveda—another close, personal friend of mine!—going after her, so I did what any good reporter (and friend!) would do and went to see if the dynamic duo was all right. As it turns out, they were having quite the moment and it all seemed rather private, so I stayed outside, ready to offer assistance to my two dear friends. I kept an ear pressed to the rather thin bathroom door, all set to pop in as soon as I was needed.

			And that, dear readers, is how I learned the stunning exclusive news I’m about to share with you.

			People of San Francisco, are you sitting down?

			Evie Tanaka, our beautiful daughter of the city . . . is with child!

			I know. I know. I’ll give you a moment to process.

			I don’t know much more than that since I wanted to leave my dear friends to their privacy—and your pal Maisy had to make sure she delivered this exclusive scoop to you immediately!

			Now I know you’re wondering if I confirmed with Evie face to face. I considered it, as any true journalist would, but the simple fact is this: the news was surely about to break regardless, and I just knew Evie would prefer it if you heard it from a trusted friend, someone who wouldn’t try to cast this blessed development in a scandalous, gossipy light!

			So please remember: even if you see this news elsewhere, you saw it here first!

			One presumes the father is Nate Jones, Evie’s tall, dark, and broody beloved. Although . . . this news is quite unexpected, and I say that as one of Evie’s oldest friends. Perhaps there’s another twist on the horizon, eh?

			Rest assured that your pal Maisy will be here with all the latest and greatest updates about the forthcoming superbaby! Don’t forget to like and subscribe, and please check out my Patreon and my podcast for special exclusives! I just added a Superbaby News Central tier, and I’m cooking up some amazing goodies for you!

			Let’s all unite and show support for one of our fair city’s favorite daughters as she ushers in this all-new, all-amazing chapter of her journey!

			Congratulations, Evie Tanaka! Your life will never be the same!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“GODDAMMIT, MAISY . . . REALLY? Even you’re usually not this weasel-y. And my maid of honor dress is not unflattering, it’s just a little loose!”

			I tore off the offending garment, a fluffy concoction of yellow chiffon I had admittedly purchased two sizes too big just in case. Then I tossed it on the floor of my and Nate’s bedroom, trying not to fixate on the fact that I was talking to myself.

			I supposed we should have known Maisy Kane wouldn’t settle for merely observing a wedding she hadn’t been invited to. The tenacious human-demon hybrid gossip blogger/lingerie shop proprietor was always causing trouble, rumor-mongering in the name of building her platform. And now she’d uncovered her juiciest rumor yet.

			After we’d seen Maisy’s post, Team Tanaka/Jupiter had snapped into crisis mode. Lucy and Rose insisted on one of Rose’s Demon Unit colleagues driving me home in a squad car, sirens blazing. It wasn’t quite as embarrassing as the time in third grade when I’d ingested too much Gatorade during gym class and promptly pissed my pants during Math because the teacher was mean and I was scared to ask for a hall pass.

			But it was perhaps a close second?

			Of course, both Nate and Aveda had to come with me. And Lucy almost did, until I reminded her that she should probably stay for the rest of her own wedding reception.

			Back at Tanaka/Jupiter HQ—a crumbling Victorian in the lower Haight where the team lived and worked—I scuttled up to my and Nate’s bedroom. After shucking off my dress and talking to myself for a bit, I took my anti-nausea and blood pressure medications and curled up in bed, prepared to spend the rest of the evening careening between wondering if I was about to throw up or just hungry or maybe both. My usual favorite foods—including my beloved Lucky Charms—currently made me gag, so it was always a toss-up.

			I took a deep breath and tried to shove down the panic wriggling itself into a tight knot in my chest. The whole city knew I was pregnant now, and I was already envisioning paparazzi showing up on our doorstep, overzealous fans trying to ask me a zillion questions, and Nate’s worrywarting ratcheting up to eleven.

			I heard Aveda and Nate talking downstairs in hushed tones, then in slightly more intense tones. They were probably arguing over who would get to come up and fuss over me. I was staying out of it. I’d have my fake smile ready to go whenever they sorted it out.

			The knot in my chest tightened into a hard little ball. I pulled a pillow over my face and screamed into it, then attempted to go into the breathing I’d learned to stave off panic attacks. Big breath in through the nose. Hold it for three counts. Out through the mouth. Nice and slow. Steady, steady . . .

			How had I spiraled into this stressed-out state?

			When I first learned I was pregnant . . . well, I’d like to say it was just like I’d always imagined it, a beautiful moment of puppies and rainbows, lit in soft focus. But the truth was, I’d never actually imagined that moment at all.

			For so much of my life, I’d been focused on survival. Keep Bea alive, make it to the next day, don’t destroy everything with your fire power. I’d only been snapped out of that pattern when my powers had refused to be tamped down and I’d been forced to take on the superheroine mantle. I’d learned how to let my emotions out—that doing this was actually healthy and fulfilling and wasn’t going to literally burn my entire world down. I’d found a purpose, protecting the people and the city I love. And I’d realized that maybe I could have a life that went beyond just surviving. I could finally believe I was going to make it past the next day—and the next and the next and the next.

			Still, I’d never planned on falling in love or getting married or . . . any of that. I think I always felt, deep down, that I wasn’t meant to find those things, to be happy that way. Fantasies of that kind of future never even entered my brain space.

			Then Nate happened.

			We had a whirlwind courtship that started with sex, progressed to love, and culminated in him proposing after we’d only been together for four months.

			When he sank to one knee in front of me, it was right after Aveda and I had taken down another demon threat. My cheeks were flushed from the heat of battle, my heart was pounding with amped-up adrenaline . . . and all of a sudden this big, beautiful man who’d captured my entire heart was presenting me with a sparkly ring and the promise of a lifetime together.

			For once, I hadn’t tried to tamp down anything. I’d let the overwhelming surge of emotions sweep me away. I’d known immediately, in my deepest heart of hearts, that this was right.

			And I’d said yes.

			Aveda had asked me later if I was sure. She wanted to make sure I wasn’t being totally consumed by something I wasn’t really thinking through. But honestly, that was the best part. For the first time in my life, I didn’t have to overthink every possibility, worry my way through all possible tangents, and question whether or not I was making a mistake. I felt that yes more deeply than I’d ever felt anything. I just knew.

			We’d been together for five years now, and I loved him more fiercely with each passing day, month, year. We’d talked about kids over the years—but it was always in a sort of abstract way, as if we were discussing something that was way, way in the future. We were both interested, but we also had reservations. Neither of us had great parental role models. I’d already spent most of my twenties raising a surly tween/teen.

			We’d both been through a lot, we were both a little broken, and we’d had to fight hard to be together. Finding each other felt like such a miracle, I think we were scared to do anything that might disrupt that.

			And as the years went by, my superheroing schedule with Aveda only seemed to get busier, more taxing, and more dangerous. The thought of having a baby always seemed to drift to the background.

			Especially since I wanted to be really and truly prepared. All of my other big life moments had been wild and sweeping and unexpected, altering my personal world in a matter of seconds. This would have to be different. It wasn’t something I took lightly, and I didn’t want to be like my dad, abandoning his kids and fucking them up because he just couldn’t deal.

			But when it actually happened . . . well, I can honestly say I was not prepared at all.

			I was on birth control, and my period was late. My period is usually like clockwork, but I gave it a few extra days. Then a week. Then two weeks.

			When it had been absent for three whole weeks, I took a test.

			I didn’t tell anyone I was taking the test. I was still imagining that it was a false alarm, that my period was just being shy and would probably arrive as soon as I peed on the stick. Team Tanaka/Jupiter always had so much going on, and I didn’t want to add another possible bit of chaos to the hurricane—especially if it ended up being nothing.

			Standing over the cracked porcelain of the clawfoot sink in one of Tanaka/Jupiter HQ’s charming, tiny bathrooms, staring at that little piece of plastic . . . I honestly wasn’t sure how to feel. I didn’t know which way I wanted it to go. I wondered if my ambivalence meant I didn’t want this, that I was only comfortable with it in the abstract, that this was my sign that Nate and I should forego kids and spend the rest of our days just being thankful we’d found each other . . .

			Then, like magic, those two little lines appeared.

			And I burst into tears.

			I dropped the stick in the sink and collapsed to the floor, bawling my eyes out. That was how Nate found me.

			“Evie?” he said, crouching down in front of me. “What’s wrong?”

			I was crying too hard to answer, so he’d simply gathered me in his arms and held me close, his lips brushing against my hair.

			This was one of the things I loved most about him. He had the most gruff, grumbly exterior and his words were never something one would deem mushy. But once we’d decided to be together, he was all in. He never wavered, he gave his heart so fully, and he never hesitated to show me how much he loved me, in ways that were immediate, selfless, and so tender they brought tears to my eyes. If I hurt in any way, he only wanted to make it better, however he could.

			Considering that he’d never really experienced love before, that his only family was an evil demon mom who wanted to hurt him . . . that felt like an extra miracle. I could never stop marveling at how deeply he loved, how he went all in without hesitation.

			“Evie,” he repeated, his voice soft against my hair. “What’s going on? Please talk to me.”

			“I . . . hic . . . pregnant,” I managed through sobs. “Me. Baby. Test . . . hic . . . positive. I’m pregnant.”

			“I . . . I see. And you’re distressed about it?” His tone was neutral, giving nothing away.

			“N-no.” I swallowed hard, trying to get the tears under control. Then I made myself turn my face up to him, meeting his eyes. “I’m happy. I was . . . I just got so overwhelmed. It was like . . . all these feelings exploded. I don’t think I ever thought I could imagine this, even though we talked about it, I . . .” I hiccupped again, and his arms tightened around me. “I’m so happy right now. And I’m usually afraid to let myself feel happy about anything, I’m too busy second guessing it or overthinking it, but . . . yeah. It’s like the feeling is so big, I can’t do any of that. I just have to let it happen. And yeah . . . happy.” A goofy smile stretched across my face and a warm glow blossomed in my chest. “But Nate, how do you feel? You can be honest. I know we’ve talked about this, but it’s never been this real. I don’t think I ever thought it could be real . . .”

			My eyes searched his, trying to figure out what he was thinking. A tiny note of uncertainty pinged through me—what if he didn’t feel the same way? What if my happiness was a silly momentary reaction, not founded in anything and not something he could ever reciprocate?

			What if, what if, what if . . .

			Then the biggest, goofiest grin broke out across his face too.

			“I am having a similar reaction,” he said.

			“Does that mean you’re happy too?”

			“Yes,” he said, pulling me closer. “Yes, I am. I . . . it’s as you said. I’m overwhelmed. I can’t overthink it, I can only . . . feel.” His smile got wider, the warmth in my chest surged, and I snuggled closer to him—reveling in his solidness and the familiar scent of his skin. Fresh and clean, like the air after a rainstorm. I loved feeling surrounded by him. No matter how out of control my life was, he always made me feel safe.

			He stroked his thumb down my cheek, wiping away my remaining tears. Then he kissed me, his lips soft and sweet and searching. Almost tentative, like he was asking me for the answer to an unspoken question, his hands gentle against my face. I responded by deepening our kiss, winding my arms around his neck and pulling him closer, parting his lips with my tongue.

			We eventually—barely—made it back to our bed and there were no more words for a while. Just his big hands, hot against my bare skin. His mouth, exploring every inch of my body. Our eyes meeting when he slid inside of me, something unspoken passing between us. I think in that moment we both felt so free. Like we’d been released from all the hurt we’d endured to get to each other, and we could finally just exist in joy, pleasure, passion. We could just be.

			I wish I could have preserved that moment forever. Because after that, reality set in.

			When we were lying together later, tangled in the sheets, I’d mentioned I needed to make a doctor’s appointment.

			“Yes,” Nate said, his fingertips tracing idle patterns down my back that made me shiver. His voice was relaxed, sleepy. So content. That glow bloomed in my chest again. I was on my side, nestled against him, warm all over. “I assume you’ll want to go to Doctor Goo?”

			“For sure, she’s the best,” I said.

			Doctor Rebekah Goo was the city’s leading OB-GYN to supernaturally enhanced humans—her practice had flourished over the last decade, as those of us who had been blessed with superpowers often needed someone who understood the unique effects on our physiology. Nate served as my and Aveda’s general physician, but Doctor Goo helped us with all gynecological needs.

			I knew she’d successfully birthed many babies of superpowered people. So far, none of those babies had showed any sign of possessing their own powers, but potentially powered offspring was an area she’d taken great pains to study, research, and write papers on, keeping the medical community up to date on the latest and greatest in superhero reproduction.

			But this would be an entirely new thing for her.

			“Hey, are we the first people to have a baby with both superhero and demon DNA?” I murmured, snuggling closer to Nate. “I think we might be. I bet Doctor Goo will be really excited about that.”

			As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized they were momentous. Not the idle chit-chat I’d thought they were.

			They echoed back in my head, each syllable landing with a thud.

			The first people to have a baby with both superhero and demon DNA.

			The first baby with both superhero and demon DNA.

			The first complete disaster baby delivered to people who aren’t ready to be parents and definitely did not think this through and have enough of their own problems already and—

			This was another thing we’d talked about, of course—how demon DNA and superhero DNA might combine. But it had been in that same abstract way we’d discussed having kids, period. We hadn’t really thought through what it would mean.

			“You’re right,” Nate said. His voice had changed in an instant—now it wasn’t sleepy at all. Now he sounded uncomfortably alert. His hand went still against my back, his palm flattening between my shoulder blades like he was trying to anchor himself. “It is the first.”

			“It’s going to be okay, though,” I said hastily. I shoved the worry percolating in my chest aside and turned my face up to look at him. “I’m sure Doctor Goo will have a lot of useful thoughts.”

			“Of course,” Nate said, his voice sounding far away. “Doctor Goo is very smart.”

			His brows drew together as he sank into deep thought. His hand, I noticed, fell away from my back entirely.

			“Hey.” I sat up a little and took his face in my hands, making him look at me. “Nate. Maybe we should talk about this more—are you sure you . . .” My throat tightened, but I made myself get the words out. “Are you sure you want this?”

			Surprise flashed over his face, and he met my eyes, his gaze focusing. “Yes,” he said with conviction. “Yes, I absolutely do.”

			“Me too,” I said, relaxing a little. He was all in, just like he had been with us. “And seriously. We’re going to be all right. The baby’s going to be all right. Remember how we both felt in the bathroom earlier . . .” I flashed back to that moment, trying to call up that feeling of overwhelming happiness again. “All that joy. Let’s try to hold on to that. I love you, and this is incredible.”

			“I love you too,” he said, smiling slightly at me. It wasn’t quite his goofy, out-of-control grin from earlier, but it was enough for me to feel momentarily soothed.

			And for a bit, we were able to hold on to some of that happy.

			Doctor Goo assured us that everything was fine, I seemed perfectly healthy, the pregnancy was progressing as normal. But I could tell Nate was still worried. It was the way he gripped my hand at our first appointment. The way his brow never seemed to unfurrow. The way his voice got extra serious whenever he asked Doctor Goo a question. I didn’t want him to know I was worried too because that would make him even more worried, so I tried to put up a good front. I pasted on that smile with all my might.

			I think we kept trying to grab back on to that sensation of overwhelming joy we’d felt at first. But then . . . other stuff happened. Bea was going through a crisis both personal and supernatural, and that stoked all my worries. If I’d totally failed to set her up for successful adulthood, why did I think I was fit to be a parent? Why had I let myself be swept away by that initial giddiness? Why had I thought I could do this at all?

			On the other side of it, I was frustrated that I couldn’t simply return to that giddiness. That I couldn’t glow as an expectant mother should. The fact that I was so conflicted made me feel like there was something wrong with me.

			Our joy kept slipping away, replaced by silence and both of us retreating into the spiral of our own thoughts.

			Then my blood pressure spiked, and that’s when Nate’s worrywarting really kicked in.

			Ever since then, he’d been looking at me with constant concern, as if he expected me to collapse on the spot. He called Doctor Goo every time I had so much as a headache, he encouraged me to go to bed if I felt even a little lightheaded, and he went into full protective mode whenever I threw up.

			And we hadn’t had sex in weeks—over a month, actually. My overactive pregnancy hormones were protesting hard.

			I kept trying to initiate, thinking it might take us back to that moment again—our eyes meeting when he slid inside of me. Us feeling so connected, so together, so free.

			But he kept shutting it down. And he always said something about my health, how I shouldn’t be engaging in strenuous activity.

			All I could really do . . . was just keep telling him how totally okay I was.

			Maybe if I kept saying it, he’d believe it.

			Maybe I would too.

			I heaved a mighty sigh, shoved down the queasiness that was still hanging out, and looked around for things to distract myself. I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and scrolled around, idly clicking on things. I was trying to avoid anything having to do with Maisy’s big “scoop,” but it was already everywhere. My and Aveda’s fans (the EVEDA hive) were gushing about possible Insta-worthy superbaby showers and birthing plans and speculating on what would happen once the baby arrived. Would it affect my superheroing career?

			Y’all, trust in Evie, she knows what she’s doing, one starry-eyed post read. She is proof positive that you can have it all!

			“Yeesh,” I muttered, recoiling and trying to breathe through the panic. An email notification popped up and I clicked over, fully expecting it to be Maisy asking me for an exclusive interview. Which I would relish saying no to.

			But it was something else. Something containing the name of an institution I hadn’t thought about in a long time.

			Greetings, esteemed alum, from Morgan College! We are ever so pleased to invite you to your class reunion, taking place this coming weekend. Activities include . . .

			Wait, what?

			I hadn’t even graduated from Morgan. Why was I getting a class reunion invite? Just seeing the school’s name provoked such an immediate, visceral response, I nearly dropped the phone.

			But hadn’t I come a long way since then? Hadn’t I experienced, as Aveda said, a “glow-up”? Why did simply seeing the school’s name still bother me so much?

			It was so weird to think about that time now—and that girl, struggling her way through a challenging program and trying to balance all the other parts of her increasingly chaotic life. I’d had hopes and dreams that hadn’t come true—but they’d given way to hopes and dreams I’d never even imagined.

			I pictured myself back then, sleep-deprived and stumbling across the beautiful, tree-lined campus: dark brown hair a messy tangle of curls (not that it was much different these days), impressive bags ever-present under my cloudy hazel eyes, wearing the same clothes as the day before. Even the smattering of freckles across my nose had looked tired.

			I remembered sitting in the tiny office I’d shared with two other grad students/teaching assistants—we hadn’t been super close, but for some reason, we had a running joke about all the odd and illicit things people must have done in that office after hours. Maybe because the office was located in such an odd little nook, tucked away in one of the corners of Morgan Hall, a majestic, multi-story building replete with high ceilings and swirling architectural flourishes. At night, after the undergrads had gone back to their dorms, it wasn’t hard to imagine all kinds of strange things happening there—and indeed, there were always stories about weird noises or ghostly figures or stuff moving around with no explanation. The college, with its heady mix of beautiful nature, crumbling old buildings, and shadowy nooks and crannies, had a reputation for being extremely haunted.

			Of course, my fellow TAs and I also wondered about people using the office after-hours for sex. For the most part, we were all too tired and overworked to even think about such things. But near the end of my grad school career, I’d entered into an ill-advised relationship with the professor I TA-ed for, Richard. I was twenty-two and he was twenty-six, so he was only a few years older than me (he’d gone to college young, something he reminded me about on a near daily basis), and sometimes we felt like colleagues . . . even though we technically weren’t.

			We’d had a moment after class one day, discussing gender roles in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, and . . . I don’t know. Looking back now, it felt very unlike the Evie of the time—the Evie who was so quiet and studious and practical, always exhausted and fading into the background and trying to suppress her fire power with all her might. Scared Mouse Evie. But I guess I’d needed an escape, and an illicit romance had seemed thrilling at first. Decadent, like a shiny treat I was allowing myself amidst the gray of my daily life.

			We’d never actually done it in anyone’s office, but I’d developed a fantasy around the idea, something I only indulged when I was so tired that my exhaustion somehow worked the opposite way, making me wired and antsy and unable to fall asleep. I always imagined a tall, dark stranger sauntering in—maybe he was a new TA in the department or a professor I’d never met or just some hot guy who happened to be visiting the campus of a women’s college late at night for some reason . . . um, ew. Okay, never mind that part—but in my fantasy, this tall stranger and I didn’t talk. Because the idea of talking just contributed to my overall exhaustion.

			This stranger would come into my office late at night, we’d exchange smoldering gazes, and then he’d reach over and brush his fingertips lightly against my collarbone . . .

			Oddly enough, the stranger in my fantasy never looked like Richard—perhaps that should have been a sign we weren’t meant to be. I’d told him about the fantasy once, thinking maybe he’d want to help me make it real. Instead he spent forty-five minutes lecturing me on how I should try to develop “more empowered” sexual fantasies, where I was “a woman warrior who consummates only after the male has proved himself worthy and confessed his undying love.”

			“You’re a strong woman of color,” he’d said, giving me one of the self-satisfied smiles that meant he was particularly proud of all that enlightened thinking he was getting to show off. “Don’t you want to have representationally strong fantasies?”

			I wanted to tell him that being a strong woman of color was wearing me out on a daily basis, and sometimes I just wanted a hot, mysterious stranger to fuck me against my desk.

			Hmm. Thinking about that hot stranger now was enough to send my pregnancy-fueled hormones into overdrive.

			Especially since my husband hadn’t touched me in a month.

			Okay, maybe this was the way to distract myself.

			I slid under the covers, grabbed my vibrator from the nightstand, and closed my eyes. Then I tried to settle myself into the fantasy—remembering the soft darkness of the office, the scent from the eucalyptus trees wafting in through the window next to my desk. It was easy to imagine Nate as the stranger—his big, broad frame taking up most of the doorway as he strode in, brushed his fingertips over my collarbone, then allowed them to trail downward . . .

			“Evie?”

			I let out an embarrassingly loud scream, my eyes flying open. Luckily I hadn’t actually turned the vibrator on yet, so I shoved it more fully under the covers. Nate—the real Nate—was striding into our bedroom, but he didn’t look like he was in the mood for what I’d just been imagining. His face was lit with concern. As it always was these days.

			“Sorry I startled you,” he said, sitting down next to me on the bed. “How are you feeling?”

			“Fine,” I said automatically, pasting that big smile across my face. “I took my anti-nausea medication. And my blood pressure medication. And now I’m just . . .” I trailed off, studying him. He still looked worried, his eyes scanning me for something amiss. Even though I’d shucked off the bridesmaid dress, I was still in my underwear—a matching set in bright coral lace. But that didn’t seem to be doing anything for him. He was still looking at me like I was a particularly fragile lab specimen, something that would shatter if he so much as touched me.

			I, on the other hand, was probably looking at him like I was a drooling cartoon dog and he was a big, tasty steak. He’d taken off the jacket and tie he’d worn for the wedding, but he was still wearing his crisp white dress shirt, unbuttoned just a bit at the top. It was a little tight around the arms—just enough to hug the well-defined muscle of his biceps and to stoke the fire of my already revved-up hormones.

			“You know,” I said, leaning forward in a way that I hoped really showed off my slightly bigger pregnancy boobs, “I was just thinking about earlier. In the closet. When you . . .”

			Rejected me. Again.

			“When we were starting to have a good time,” I amended. I reached over and grazed my fingertips over the exposed skin of his neck. “Doctor Goo said some strenuous physical activity is a good thing, you know. For both me and the baby. And since I’ve taken the blood pressure med now . . .”

			I trailed off suggestively. Well, as suggestively as one can when using blood pressure medication as foreplay.

			He’d gone very still, but I could feel goosebumps pebbling his skin. Could see how his posture stiffened and his eyes went to my cleavage, so enticingly displayed in bright coral lace.

			I let my fingertips drift lower.

			“Evie,” he said, his voice husky.

			“Yes?” I said, leaning in more.

			“I . . . need to get back to work.” He shook his head like he was trying to get clear of whatever sexytimes fog had temporarily descended over us, gently removing my hand from his neck and scooting away from me on the bed. “I have some important analyses I’m in the middle of. And after everything today, you should be resting.”

			I slumped back against the headboard. “Right,” I said, unable to keep the deflated tone out of my voice.

			He didn’t appear to notice. He gave me a slight smile and patted my hand. “I’ll check on you later.”

			“I’m sure you will,” I murmured, as he stood and left, not bothering to look back at me.

			I slumped down further and sighed, pulling my vibrator out from the tangle of blankets.

			“Just you and me now, friend,” I said to the vibrator. I waggled my eyebrows suggestively. “Whaddya say we elevate my blood pressure?”
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			Much later, Aveda came stomping in (luckily, I had finished my strenuous physical activity by then), waving her phone around.

			“Emails!” she sang out. “We need to clean out our Tanaka/Jupiter business mailbox. There are already several hundred requests for interviews about—”

			“I’m not talking to anyone about being pregnant,” I said flatly. “Maisy can post all the garbage she wants—no press about this until I’m ready.”

			“Of course,” Aveda said, plunking herself down next to me. “I’ll put those emails in a special folder for later. We also have a ton of requests for baby product endorsements and special appearances and—”

			I gave her a look.

			“Let’s just put those in the ‘for later’ folder too,” she said hastily. “We have plenty of other important correspondence to deal with.”

			“If you’re trying to distract me from feeling off-and-on gross, busy work is one way to go,” I groaned.

			“All part of my job as your best friend!” she sang out, tapping on the screen with vigor.

			“Did you happen to see Nate downstairs?” I said. “He said he had a bunch of analyses he was working on, but I was trying to figure out what those were in relation to—we don’t have any active or unresolved supernatural incidents, do we?”

			“At the moment, no,” Aveda said, gnawing on her lower lip as she moved another hefty list of messages into the folder. I tried to resist scrutinizing the screen too hard. I didn’t want to know how many there were. “Although it could have something to do with whatever Bea’s working on in Maui. She regularly sends him her reports to get his take on everything. Or perhaps he’s taken some new samples from the Pussy Queen portal.”

			The Pussy Queen portal was a big, black pit on the floor of the local lingerie boutique owned and operated by Maisy. It was the very portal I’d pushed my future mother-in-law Shasta into during our fight. Though it was closed and mostly dormant, it was the source of the supernatural energy that kept leaking into our world, causing various demonic disturbances.

			Bea’s recent adventures had led her to come up with a new theory about all that energy. She’d encountered a demon posing as our dead mother who had been trying to trap a certain number of human souls in the Otherworld in order to gain control of the Bay Area. My sister had nearly driven me to an early grave while she tried to puzzle out what was happening, jumping into the Otherworld several times—leaping without looking.

			Luckily, Bea had stopped the Mom-Demon—and developed a theory that all that supernatural energy leakage had rubbed the walls between our world and the Otherworld perilously thin in certain places. That meant there were possibly other ways demons could get through. And in locations that weren’t San Francisco. Maui had recently played host to a string of bizarre events, which was why a Demon Unit had been set up there.

			But so far, we hadn’t encountered much out of the ordinary—well, our version of ordinary.

			Usually, I was grateful for a little downtime, but at the moment, I kind of wanted something to do. Something to take my mind off the trepidation—and okay, sheer panic—I felt whenever I thought about the baby. And whenever I pasted on my big, fake smile to cover it up.

			“I’m sure it’s something like that,” I said, pasting on that very smile. “He’ll always find an analysis of something to do.”

			Although right now, I wish he was doing me instead.

			Jesus Christ, Preggo Hormones Evie—get it together.

			“Maybe we should actually hire someone to do this,” Aveda said, gesturing to the email screen.

			“Now that Bea’s gone?” I said, trying to shoo away my lingering horny thoughts. “I mean. Not gone. But not really . . .”

			“Doing this anymore, being our assistant-type person?” Aveda supplied. “But she hasn’t done it for a while, has she? And before her . . .”

			“It was me,” I said, smiling faintly and resting my head on Aveda’s shoulder. “Checking the email, cleaning up all the messes, dealing with you.” I elbowed her in the ribs. “How far we’ve come.”

			She smiled back at me. “Indeed.”

			We sat in silence for a moment while Aveda scrolled through emails, deleting some and flagging others to get to later. A pleasant, companionable silence—a silence that truly did represent how far we’d come. It was nice to feel bonded to her like this, to feel like we could simply exist in our friendship rather than needing to discuss it to death or renegotiate its boundaries or . . .

			And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about that niggle of doubt that kept making itself known at the most inopportune moments. I couldn’t show her how I really felt about Nate being worried and the baby and what was going to happen after the baby—

			“Hey, what’s this—a grad school reunion?” Aveda’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. One of her perfectly manicured nails—done up in a badass matte black—hovered over the email invitation. “Wow, look at that, Evelyn—you’re an esteemed alum!”

			“I’m not an alum, I didn’t even graduate,” I groaned. “I dropped the hell out. I don’t know why Morgan invited me, I’m not exactly the kind of model student example they need to sell their program. And they sent this to my personal inbox, too, why are they so thirsty?”

			“Of course they invited you,” Aveda said, rolling her eyes. “You’re a badass superheroine who saves San Francisco from demons on the regular—they want the shine of that local-girl-makes-good fame. And isn’t Morgan an all-women’s college? So it’s also, like, empowering.”

			“Undergrad is women and non-binary students, grad is all genders,” I clarified.

			“Well, anyway, what are your classmates doing now, being boring old professors?” Aveda said.

			“Yes, shaping and educating the fine young minds of our next generation,” I said, throwing her an amused look. “Not important at all. At least, I assume that’s what they’re doing, I haven’t kept in touch with anyone.”

			“I’m sure they’d love to see you again,” Aveda said.

			“I doubt it,” I said. “It’s not like I made any lifelong friendships while I was there—I was always way too busy, with classes and work and trying to keep both myself and Bea alive.”

			“Anywaaaay,” Aveda trilled, giving me a look that meant I was most definitely being a spoilsport.

			“Fine, let me see that.” I took the phone from her and scrutinized the invite, which promised a big party and lots of interacting with old classmates and professors—all things I wasn’t particularly excited about. “Eh. I kind of left in disgrace, remember?”

			“They don’t know you’re the one who burned down the library,” Aveda countered. “And anyway, it was an accident. No one knows you left in disgrace, they just know you left.”

			“I’m surprised they even know that,” I snorted.

			The path that led me away from grad school was actually one of the more dramatic chapters in my personal history. It had involved the end of my relationship with Richard, when it had all come crashing down—literally.

			Because I’d entered the Morgan College library—another old, beautiful campus building—and spied Richard totally doing it amidst the stacks with Ms. Clarion, the effortlessly cool professor of Human Sexuality.

			I’d been so angry—and for once, my anger wasn’t something I could shove down or repress or talk myself out of. Pure mad consumed my entire body and fire was shooting out of my hands before I even knew what was happening. No one had died, but people had gotten hurt. The library had crumbled to the ground and I’d fled grad school, terrified that my power would do something even worse the next time I couldn’t control it. I showed up sobbing on Aveda’s doorstep—she’d hired me as her personal assistant and that was that.

			Once we’d started making a good living off of our combined sponsorships and such, I’d sent the school a very generous, anonymous donation to rebuild the library.

			“I’m saying, it’s not really disgrace if they don’t know you were responsible,” Aveda said. “You never told anyone that was you, correct? Didn’t they end up blaming it on faulty wiring and the building being really freaking old?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Most people outside of Team Tanaka/Jupiter don’t know my true origin story.”

			“And have you been back to campus—you know, since the whole . . . incident?”

			“No,” I said, still staring at the email. “There was never any need.”

			“Well, then! I’d say there’s definitely a need now,” Aveda said.

			I turned to look at her—and was dismayed to see she had her Idea Face on. Usually Aveda’s Idea Face meant she was about to suggest something I most definitely wasn’t going to like.

			“You’re about to embark on a new chapter of your life,” she said, taking the phone back from me. “You need closure from this one. I’ve noticed you looking rather introspective recently, Evie, and you know I can read you like a book. I think you’re suffering from . . .” She leaned in, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “A loss of superheroine mojo.”

			“Um, what?” I said. “What is that?”

			“Every accomplished superheroine goes through it.” Aveda patted my hand and gave me a sage look. “We haven’t had much to battle since Bea defeated her Mom-Demon and that means you’re starting to doubt your ability to do this thing you were meant to do.” She set the phone down and laid a hand on my arm, her eyes widening earnestly. “Believe me, I completely understand. I went through the very same thing right before your wedding. And that means I know exactly how to help you through it.”

			I studied her, trying not to shake my head in disbelief. That wasn’t what I was feeling at all.

			“This reunion will help you get your confidence back—showing off to your former classmates, letting them fawn all over you.” She grinned and picked up the phone again. “Plus . . .” She cocked an eyebrow as she scanned through the email. “It’s all the way over in the East Bay and it takes place over a long weekend—this coming weekend, in fact!”

			“Why are they sending me an invite now for an event that’s in a week?” I said, shaking my head. “Are dropouts on the C List?”

			“It can be like a fun little vacation,” Aveda persisted. She nodded approvingly to herself, her Idea Face getting more intense.

			I’d been gearing myself up to protest, but her last few words lodged themselves in my brain, stopping me.

			A vacation.

			Hmm.

			I had to admit—the idea of being by myself, away from HQ and the smothering attention of the rest of the team and the paparazzi that were probably about to camp out on our doorstep was . . . appealing. I wouldn’t have to pretend like I was simply overjoyed about the baby. I wouldn’t have to reassure everyone nine million times that I was fine. I wouldn’t have to dodge press.

			And most importantly, I wouldn’t have to act like I was glowing.

			I would not be visiting the library. Aveda was wrong, I didn’t need any more closure there. But maybe a few days in a totally different environment would give me the chance to collect myself, focus my thoughts, get my head in the right place so I could finally be genuinely happy about this next chapter of my supposedly perfect life.

			Bonus: I wouldn’t have to try to not look hurt when my husband rebuffed my latest advances and looked at me like I was some kind of fragile-ass lab rat.

			“I think you’re right,” I said, nodding at the phone.

			She blinked at me. “What? Are you seriously . . . agreeing with me?”

			“You expected me to disagree with you? Just like that?”

			“I have my Idea Face on.” Aveda shrugged. “I was prepared for a fight to the death.”

			I couldn’t help but laugh. “Pass me the phone, I’ll respond in the affirmative. A vacation sounds nice.”

			“Already done—look, now I’m your personal assistant!” Aveda said, tapping away on the phone. “And don’t worry, I included all the info about your plus-one.”

			I stopped laughing, the frozen smile I was more accustomed to these days overtaking my face. “Plus . . . what, now?”

			“Plus! One!” Aveda said, gesturing grandly to herself. “We’re going to have so much fun!”

			My frozen smile disappeared entirely. “What do you mean ‘we’?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			AVEDA JUPITER NEVER does anything halfway. You’d think I would have learned this by now.

			Alas, I was still somehow surprised that Aveda’s vision of going to the reunion was much, much different than mine. My vision had mostly involved lots of peace and quiet and finally getting to relax my face from the frozen smile that seemed to be its default expression these days.

			Aveda’s, meanwhile, involved—

			“Snacks!” she crowed, twirling a tote bag stuffed to the gills around her head as she skipped over to Lucy’s car. It was a week later, and we were about to go on our college reunion adventure. Lucy, who was off on her Maui honeymoon, had graciously offered to let us borrow her car for the weekend. “Because this is a road trip, isn’t it? I have Spam musubi, shrimp chips, Pocky—”

			“Annie.” I shook my head at her. “We’re just going across the bridge. It will take less than an hour. It’s an extremely short road trip.”

			“But I’ve never been on a road trip before!” she exclaimed, waving the tote bag more vigorously. “I want us to have the full experience. I made us some mixes, too—imagine us driving over the bridge, wind in our hair, singing at the top of our lungs! Wait.” She stopped in her tracks, her face turning deathly serious. “Evie. Is this our babymoon?!”

			“A babymoon is usually for the people who made the baby,” I said. “So, no.”

			She stuck her tongue out at me. “Spoilsport. Invite your husband along, then!”

			“My husband definitely does not want to come along,” I said, already wondering if there was a way I could reverse my RSVP and stay home.

			“Interesting, because I don’t think you actually asked him,” a deep voice rumbled behind me.

			I turned around to find Nate, looking . . . well, I wasn’t sure how he was looking. I couldn’t tell these days. Maybe moderately put out?

			“Oops!” Aveda said, her eyebrows quirking upward. “I’ll be in the car!”

			And with that, she disappeared.

			“I love how she’s my ‘personal assistant’ until I actually need her for something,” I murmured.

			Nate gave me a slight smile, his harsh features softening as some of his put out look melted away. “Was she supposed to issue my official invitation? You told me you were going, but I didn’t realize it was a . . .” His gaze flicked over to Aveda, making herself comfortable in the car. It looked like she was already halfway through a bag of shrimp chips. “. . . a team activity,” he finished.

			“It’s not, exactly.” I hesitated, trying to find the right words. “I didn’t think this was the kind of thing you were into. You know: Parties. Forced small talk. Bad food.”

			“Are these the kinds of things anyone’s into?” he said, a touch of amusement lighting his eyes. “But I would go to be with you. Always.”

			“I know,” I said softly, fiddling with the hem of my t-shirt. “I just . . .”

			I can’t take you hovering over me, looking at me like I’m going to shatter if I make one wrong move. But not touching me—not the way I need you to.

			“Evie.” He reached over and cupped my face in his hands, his gaze turning tender in that way that poked at the softest parts of my heart. It was a gaze I hadn’t seen much of lately, and it made me lose my breath for a moment. “It’s all right. I know things have been in a state of change, with Bea leaving and this pregnancy and . . . well, everything. Perhaps a weekend away with your best friend will do you good. We can go on a—what did Aveda call it?”

			“Babymoon,” I said, laughing a little.

			“Babymoon,” he said, smiling more fully. “When it’s closer to the due date.”

			“Deal,” I said, standing on my tiptoes so I could kiss him goodbye.

			I still loved kissing him more than maybe anything in the entire world. I leaned into it, running my hands over the hard muscles of his chest, nibbling at his bottom lip in that way that I knew turned him on. His hands went to my waist, pulling my body against his, and I slid my fingertips under his shirt, loving the way his skin heated against my palms. I was just starting to wonder again if I could cancel my RSVP and drag my husband back inside, when he abruptly broke the kiss.

			“Buh?” I whimpered before I could stop myself.

			“Sorry,” he said, his breathing heavy. “I . . .” He shook his head, and reached over to fix my mussed hair. “We still need to be careful about your heart rate.”

			All that tenderness disappeared. His gaze went clinical. Distant.

			“Have a good time—I love you,” he said, giving me the slight smile you might give a business acquaintance you were particularly fond of.

			“Love you, too,” I said, my heart sinking as I turned to go.

			“I’ve got the mixes all cued up!” Aveda said, when I got into the car. “Just one thing, we need to stop at the grocery store.” She brandished the now-empty bag of shrimp chips. “We’re out of these.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Wow.” Aveda’s eyes widened as she took in the Morgan College campus. Getting over to the East Bay city of Oakland had taken forty-five minutes and three bags of shrimp chips, and thankfully I hadn’t felt like throwing up once even though I’d eaten at least half of them. We’d parked Lucy’s car in the visitor lot near the entrance, and then began our trek to Morgan Hall, a stately old building smack-dab in the middle of campus—the college’s prized centerpiece.

			“Evie, this is like stepping into some kind of fairy tale,” Aveda said, her awed gaze sweeping the campus. “Was it like this when you were here?”

			“It was,” I said, taking it all in. “It looks exactly the same.”

			Morgan was a small liberal arts school that prided itself on being a fairy wonderland of sorts—Aveda wasn’t far off the mark. The campus was nestled in the middle of urban sprawl, but great pains had been taken to make you feel as if you were entering a peaceful nature preserve, walled off from all the concrete and traffic and bustling city noise. It was shrouded by a canopy of eucalyptus trees, their scent of pine and honey wafting through the air and blocking out all the smog lingering just beyond the gates. Oakland actually did have a lot of naturally occurring scenic-ness—it was a city built on top of coastal prairie, woodlands, and beautiful green hills that rolled into the distance. Plenty of that was still visible: trees spreading their wild, crooked branches around glass-walled condo buildings, bright yellow flowers sprouting hopefully out of gray sidewalk cracks, the occasional rabid squirrel hoarding leftover pizza crusts. It was like you could feel all that nature breathing just underneath the concrete.

			Morgan had taken pains to embrace the nature of it all, plunking itself between two big, grassy hills bookending the otherwise flat campus. Rather than bulldozing these hills, the college built its dorms right into them, giving student housing an air of whimsy. As if everyone was living in giant hobbit dwellings.

			But as always, there was a darker side to the fairy tale, in the form of all those stories about ghosts and unexplained noises and weird, after-hours encounters.

			“I know it looks pretty,” I said, as we made our way down the eucalyptus tree–lined path to the center of campus. “But this campus is actually notorious for being . . .” I lowered my voice theatrically. “. . . haunted.”

			“What!” Aveda shrieked, whacking me in the arm. “You’re not serious! Evie, are you just trying to mess with me because it’s so close to Halloween? Because Aveda Jupiter does not appreciate seasonal pranks in any form!”

			“I am so deathly serious,” I said, trying to make my tone dramatic again. “Every year, there were always all these unexplained happenings, people claiming they saw ghosts.”

			“Isn’t that the natural result of having a bunch of sleep-deprived college students staying up way too late, studying and partying way too hard, and ingesting way too much caffeine?” Aveda said, cocking an eyebrow at me.

			“That’s some of it,” I conceded. “But here’s what’s really interesting: a lot of times, the stories people tell are the same. It’s the exact same ghosts menacing those sleep-deprived college students year in and year out. And with Halloween right around the corner . . . well, who knows what could happen.”

			“Guh.” Aveda shivered, and wrapped her arms around herself. The East Bay was usually a hair warmer than San Francisco—its marine layer was less impenetrable, its sun more eager. But the air got the same snap, that underlying current of bitter cold that felt like a rattlesnake sinking its teeth into your arm. And right now, in the dead of October, it was still cold enough that we needed quality outerwear. Aveda, of course, had an extremely stylish leather jacket, perfectly tailored to her frame. I had thrown on an oversized blue canvas number with a hood—not at all flattering, but it held back the chill. “Those ghosts better keep all their bullshit to themselves this weekend,” Aveda continued, “because there are bona fide superheroines on campus.”

			I grinned at her and let my gaze wander up to the eucalyptus canopy. Dusk was starting to fall, and little bits of sky winked through the branches. I breathed in that familiar scent, felt myself transported back to my exhausted grad student days . . .

			“Oh, Evelyn, I meant to ask . . .” Aveda broke into my thoughts, then trailed off, sounding unsure. I turned to her, cocking my head to the side quizzically. “Do you know if we’ll be seeing . . . I mean, does your, ah, old flame still work here?”

			“Richard?” I gave a derisive snort. “You know, we might see him. Last I heard, he still teaches here. I’ve honestly tried to never think about him again, but I’ll cop to Googling a couple times. I mean, he’s tenured, so . . .” I shrugged. “If he is here, I suggest we avoid him at all costs. He’s definitely one of the most annoying people I’ve ever met.”

			Aveda stopped in her tracks, crossing her arms over her chest. “And . . . ?”

			“And . . . what?” I faced her. And tried not to laugh. Standing in one of her classic badass superheroine poses, juxtaposed against the idyllic green of the campus, she looked like she was ready to fight . . . well, I wasn’t sure what. The eucalyptus trees? The rabid squirrels that liked to frolic in the meadow in front of the dining hall? The contrast was deeply amusing.

			“He’s not just annoying, Evie,” Aveda groaned. “You make it sound like he stole your laundry quarters or something. That man made you feel endlessly bad about yourself, he was thoroughly toxic, and he cheated on you—which led to one of the most traumatic moments of your life. And let’s not forget that he entered into this relationship with you when you were a grad student and he was a professor. I know you’ve said you were close in age and he maybe didn’t feel like one . . . but he was. That is a large and very fucked-up power differential.”

			“I mean, yes,” I said. “All of those things. But he’s just so . . . in the past. He feels like a mistake I don’t want to think about. And as far as making me feel bad about myself, I mean, I’m so different now. I was such a mouse back then. I never really stood up to him or argued with him or told him what I needed out of a relationship. I let him define all of that—including the fact that we never talked about how inappropriate it was for us to sleep together, period. I wouldn’t do that now—as you keep reminding me, I’m a badass, confident superheroine. And my life is perfect.”

			I gave her a valiant smile—and was pleased that it actually felt real. Not the frozen rictus grin of the past few weeks. Maybe I wasn’t confident about everything at the moment, but I at least believed in my ability to deal with Richard. He was a microcosmic speck in the past, not relevant to my current life.

			“So you’re not dreading the possibility of seeing him? Not at all?” Aveda shook her head in disbelief.

			“If it happens, it happens,” I said, shrugging. “I’m sure I can handle it.”

			“Well, if you can’t, I’ll run interference,” she said, her eyes sparking with Aveda Jupiter-style determination. “Let’s go.”

			I stifled a giggle as we finally made it to the main courtyard, a lush expanse of green sprawling out in front of Morgan Hall. Aveda still looked like she was about to fight a squirrel or something. I couldn’t help but be touched by her dedication to making our fake babymoon as fun and worry-free as possible.

			The courtyard was currently dotted with tables swathed in white linens and bearing overloaded platters of cheese and fruit. Twinkle lights were strung throughout the trees, amping up the fairyland vibe even more as dusk turned to night. All of this was anchored by Morgan Hall—if the college was a fairyland, this was its castle. The four-story building boasted big, beautiful arched windows, a sparkling white exterior, and even a couple of little turrets at each end. It gave off an air of royal grandeur, and I’d always felt intimidated by it as a student—especially as a scholarship student working three different campus jobs to make ends meet.

			But now there was something about it that was strangely comforting—maybe because it was a sight I knew so well. A little to the left of it was Morgan’s famed bell tower, always chiming on the hour, a deep and sonorous bong that reverberated through the entire campus.

			I felt my shoulders relax, my slight smile becoming even more genuine. This was a lot like the scene that had greeted me when I’d first started my degree, back when I’d had dreams that were far different than what I’d ultimately ended up doing with my life. Seeing all the twinkle lights and the bell tower and the abundance of cheese, I felt the tiniest of flutters in my gut, a wistfulness for what could have been.

			Aveda touched my shoulder. “You okay? Feeling that mojo coming back yet?”

			I turned to face her, and was about to reassure her that I was just taking a stroll down memory lane, when my gaze landed on a pile of rubble at the far side of the courtyard. Actually . . . I squinted, trying to home in on it. It was more like a partial structure, surrounded by rubble. A building site. And with a sinking feeling, I realized it was in the exact same place as . . .

			“Evie?” Aveda prompted.

			“That’s . . .” I swallowed hard, my genuine smile vanishing as that sinking feeling deepened. “It used to be—”

			“Ah, admiring our half-built new library?” A tall, red-haired woman swanned up to us, clutching a stack of nametags in her hand. “I know it doesn’t look like much now, but it will be absolutely beautiful when it’s completed! And it’s about time they completed it. They’ve been working on it for years.”

			“What’s taken so long?” Aveda said, her gaze sliding to me.

			“Well.” A small frown pierced the woman’s sunny expression. “There are always these unexplained problems happening, you see. Noises. Accidents. Things bothering the construction folks.”

			“Like sabotage?” Aveda said, her investigative senses perking up.

			“More like something of the otherworldly sort.” The woman smiled again and winked broadly at us, her momentary bad mood forgotten. “I’m sure you’ve heard all about our, ah, ghostly reputation.”

			“The library’s just been . . . destroyed all these years?” I said, trying to push away the ball of anxiety that was forming in my gut. “Ever since it burned down?”

			I didn’t realize my impact on this school had been so long-lasting—and not in a good way. After I’d left, I’d tried to avoid looking up or reading anything about what was happening here. I’d sent my donation in and figured that was that. I flashed back to that fateful day in the library, my face getting hot, humiliation and hurt and rage flooding through me . . . the panic afterward, everyone running and screaming . . .

			I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself down.

			That’s not you anymore. If it happened now, you’d handle it so differently . . . you know how to control your powers. You’re that badass superheroine!

			The redhead shuffled through her pile of nametags, glancing back at Aveda and me. “You’re Evelyn Tanaka, yes? One of our most famous alums.”

			“Not exactly an alum,” I said. “But thank you. And this is Aveda Jupiter, my co-superheroine.”

			“Of course,” the woman said, beaming even harder. “We weren’t actually expecting you—I didn’t realize the college had invited anyone who hadn’t finished the program. So this is a lovely surprise!”

			“Oh, I thought I RSVPed . . .” I said, frowning as she handed me a blank nametag and a pen.

			“It’s wonderful you’re here—and I understand congratulations are in order!” the woman trilled. “Perhaps one day your child will want to follow in their mother’s footsteps and attend Morgan!”

			“P-perhaps,” I stuttered, scrawling out my name and pinning the nametag to my jacket. I had managed to avoid going out in public since Maisy leaked my pregnancy news. Getting congratulated by total strangers was definitely going to take some getting used to.

			“There are so many people who spotted you walking over and want to meet you,” the redhead barreled on. “And some old friends who want to say hello!”

			“Old friends?” I muttered, trying to think of who she might mean.

			“Right over there.” The red-haired woman swept an arm toward one of the cheese-laden tables. “We’ve had several of those folks ask for you personally.” I looked over to where she was pointing . . . and for the second time in the past few minutes, all the blood drained from my face.

			Only this time, it wasn’t dread and anxiety and a problematic blast from the past swirling together in my gut—it was plain old annoyance.

			Because mixed in among the group of alums and faculty enjoying cheese, there was an all too familiar face.

			“Richard,” I muttered under my breath. It came out like a curse.

			Dammit. Hadn’t I just said I wasn’t worried about seeing him? And wasn’t I just congratulating myself on being a badass superheroine, so different from the Evie of old? I hadn’t been prepared for the visceral reaction his smug face still provoked. It instantly transported me back to the days of Sad Mouse Evie.

			“Wait a minute,” Aveda said, as the red-haired lady bustled off to her next nametag victim, “that’s Richard?”

			“Yes,” I said through gritted teeth.

			“I just.” Aveda blinked a few times, like she was trying to bring Richard into focus. “I didn’t expect him to be so, well, handsome.”

			I rolled my eyes. She was right, Richard was indisputably hot. Bright blue eyes, rakish sweep of sandy hair, shoulders that made his dumb elbow-patch blazers look way better than they had any right to, and a smile that caught you off guard. He’d been the fantasy object of a sizable portion of the faculty and students, and I had to admit that, at least initially, I’d probably projected some kind of fantasy persona onto him instead of seeing him for what he really was.

			When we’d kissed after class that day, the thrill of this incredibly handsome man wanting me had overwhelmed all my senses—so much so that I hadn’t stopped to consider that it actually wasn’t that good of a kiss.

			“An obvious douchebag, no matter how handsome he is,” Aveda said, shaking herself out of the momentary Richard trance.

			That panic rose up inside of me again—apparently, all it took was being back here on campus for a few moments to inspire a tidal wave of memories. They were crashing over me now, threatening to overwhelm my senses. It was like I was transforming into Sad Mouse Evie on the spot. I took a few deep breaths.

			“I . . . Sorry,” I said, my hands balling into fists at my sides. “I thought it wouldn’t be a big deal to see him again, but I guess I was wrong.”

			“Then it’s time for me to step in,” Aveda declared. She positioned herself in front of me, blocking me from the view of the cheese enthusiasts. “Tell you what. Why don’t you go somewhere and, like, process this? I can tell you aren’t ready to interact with him just yet. Or to deal with . . .” She gestured around the courtyard, lingering on the library build site. “. . . all of this. It’s a lot, Evie, and you don’t need to beat yourself up for suddenly having feelings about it. I’ll run interference, tell them you’re off getting ready. And if nametag lady comes sniffing around here again, I’ll tell her to piss off.”

			“Annie!” I burst out laughing. Aveda had gotten better at the whole social graces thing the past few years, but there were certain civilian situations that she tended to miscalculate—usually with amusingly extra results. “You don’t have to do all that. We can go over right now, I’ll suck it up—”

			“Evelyn.” Aveda faced me—still blocking me from view, I noticed—giving me one of her imperious looks. “I’m your plus-one. Let me plus-one you. Go settle all your feelings, get your head on straight. The terrible ex and the traumatic building site and the cheese will still be here when you return.”

			“Not so sure about the cheese—okay, okay, I’m going!” I said, laughing as she shooed me away.

			“Just wait, Mr. Richard,” I heard her mutter as I headed off. “Aveda Jupiter is going to make sure you don’t fuck with my best friend again!”

			“Oh god,” I murmured to myself, unable to suppress my smile.

			I took a few more deep, cleansing breaths and turned myself in the opposite direction of the library, not looking back. I didn’t have a more specific direction in mind, but as I rambled around the back of Morgan Hall, I realized my feet seemed to be taking me to a destination that loomed large in my memories: Burke Theater, where we’d screened movies for many of my classes. It was, in fact, the very theater/classroom where Richard and I had first kissed after our Crouching Tiger moment.

			Funny how the more you try to get away from the past, the more it wants to shove itself directly in your face.

			I slipped inside the darkened classroom. The theater was set up in its own structure, adjacent to the building that housed the offices and other classrooms of the Pop Culture Studies department. It was slightly more modern than many Morgan buildings, all sharp angles and no-nonsense clean lines. A giant screen took up the front of the room, with a podium just off to the side. The seats were built stadium style, on risers. Though right now, you could barely make out any detail—all I saw were vague, shadowy shapes, their curves still familiar to me even though I hadn’t set foot in this classroom in nearly a decade.

			I tried the light switch at the back of the room, but nothing happened—I remained in the dark.

			Well . . . that was actually kind of nice. Enhanced the silence of the place. Perfect for collecting myself and getting into the right headspace for reunion shenanigans.

			I fumbled my way over to my old seat, nearly tripping on one of the risers. I’d usually sat in the back, off to the far left. Entering this classroom had always given me an odd sense of calm—maybe because I knew that whenever I did, there would be nothing required of me for the next two hours. I’d watch the movie, sometimes take notes. Be surrounded by velvety darkness. The only noise, the only chatter, was whatever was onscreen. And no one in the movie was demanding anything of me or reminding me of something I’d forgotten to do or complaining because I’d bought the wrong kind of peanut butter—a regular Bea Tanaka lament. It was like hitting pause on my regular life for a blissful one hundred and twenty minutes.

			A couple of times, I’d even dozed off. And then I’d wake still cradled in that darkness, feeling strangely safe.

			I tried to summon that feeling now, closing my eyes and gently nudging my mind to re-center itself, to breathe and let go of any anxiety, annoyance, or rage over seeing Richard again and being confronted with the library build site.

			That’s it . . . breathe in through the nose, hold for three. . . let it out slowly through the mouth . . . ahhhh . . . you are a badass superheroine, and you clearly have the upper hand when it comes to dealing with jerks in elbow-patch blazers . . . breathe in again . . . you are—

			A rustle interrupted my thoughts—like tiny feet whispering over carpet.

			My eyes flew open, all my senses snapping to attention. What the fuck was that? Was there someone else in here with me, also taking a moment to breathe before confronting ghosts they’d rather leave in the past? Or had a mouse taken up residence in the theater, which was actually something that had happened during my first semester here—

			Rustle rustle . . . CRASH

			I leapt to my feet, hands slightly raised, ready to make with the fire.

			“Hello?” I called out in the velvety darkness. “Is anyone there?”

			Silence.

			Hmm. I mean, was I about to incinerate a mouse? Maybe those breathing exercises hadn’t worked as well as I’d hoped—

			“Gah . . . nooooooo!” An unmistakably human voice pierced the darkness, and all thoughts of mice flew out of my head. It sounded anguished, struggling . . .

			“Are you okay?” I yelled, dashing down the steps and praying I wouldn’t trip and crack my head against something. “I mean . . . obviously you’re not okay, but . . . where are you? Let me help! Real life superheroine here on the premises!”

			I reached the bottom of the stairs and nearly crashed into the podium, trying to scan the darkness for . . . something. A shape, more noises. Anything that was out of place.

			“Help! Gaaaah . . . it’s . . .”

			I whirled around. The voice sounded like it was right behind me, next to the screen.

			“Where are you?! Dammit. If I can just . . .” I gathered up my frustration and sent it thrumming through my body, channeling it into my fire. A small flame ignited in the palm of my hand.

			“H-here . . . please . . .” Now the voice was strained, muffled. I held the flame out, pointing it in the direction of the noise—but keeping it steady, not throwing it anywhere. Yet.

			The flame finally illuminated the mysterious not-mouse making all the noise: a terrified-looking girl, college-aged, with a long thicket of dark hair. Said hair was currently clutched in the grasp of a glowing, blue-tinged figure with big, black holes for eyes, long straggly hair, and a mouth set in a permanent scream. The figure appeared humanoid, but was eerily silent and fuzzy around the edges, the lines of its actual body unclear. Its glowing aura seemed to pulse, a smudge of light in the darkness.

			“Motherfucker,” I murmured under my breath. “Is that an actual ghost?!”

			The girl tried to pull away and the glowing figure—the ghost?—let out an unearthly sounding moan, a horrible wail that made me wince.

			“Please,” the girl screamed, her wild eyes finding me in the dark. “Help!”

			The glowing figure made their moan louder in response, drowning her out.

			I reacted immediately, flinging my arm forward and sending my fireball careening directly for the hand that clutched the girl’s hair in a death grip.

			It landed with a solid WHOOM, and the ghost let out yet another spine-tingling wail that seemed to reverberate off the walls and make the movie screen vibrate. The ghost dropped the girl’s hair, cradling its hand to its chest, and threw back its head, wailing even louder.

			“Come here—quickly!” I called to the girl, beckoning her with one hand and producing another fireball with the other.

			The girl scuttled across the floor, casting a fearful look at the howling ghost behind her and frantically touching the back of her head, as if trying to reassure herself that her hair was still there.

			I motioned for her to get behind me—then I flung my arm out, sending my fireball spinning toward the ghost with a mighty whoosh. It hit it right between the eyes and the ghost stumbled backward, snarls punctuating its unearthly wails.

			“Leave this place!” I called out, menacing the ghost with another fireball. “Or at least tell me what you want!”

			The ghost stopped wailing and snarling for a moment, its hollow eyes meeting mine, its face twisting into a malevolent sneer.

			Then it charged.

			“Holy fuck!” My instincts took over, funneling all of my emotions into the fire. It flowed from my hands like lava, the flames rising up around me and the girl like a wall, blocking us from the ghost.

			I heard the ghost wail again from the other side of my wall of flames, saw its clawed hands slashing above its head as it tried to figure out how to get to us.

			“Listen!” I yelled over the flames. “I’ve dealt with a shit-ton of fucked-up demons in my time, and spoiler alert, I’ve defeated almost all of them. So either use your words and tell me what you want or . . . or . . .”

			I hesitated, the adrenaline coursing through my body slowing a bit. My fire had hurt the ghost, but it hadn’t destroyed it. I didn’t see any kind of portal floating around to shove it back into, and I didn’t have any of our handy demon-entrapping equipment with me to contain it. Really, the best I could do at the moment was keep it from getting to us.

			“Miss, please.” The girl was tugging at my sleeve now, her eyes wide with fear. “You have to stop them. All of them.”

			“What are you talking about?” I said, trying to keep my gaze locked on the ghost.

			“Stop them,” she hissed. “I can’t die. My sister . . . she needs me . . .”

			Her voice was so urgent, I couldn’t help but meet her eyes. She was clutching my sleeve in a death grip, and her face was so terrified, so haunted, I couldn’t look away.

			“Of course,” I said, trying to sound like I totally knew what I was doing. “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of this and then I’ll speak to the college authorities—”

			“No.” She shook her head vehemently. I noticed there were deep, dark circles under her eyes—she looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks. “The college . . . you can’t . . . you can’t trust them—”

			We were cut off by another monster wail from the ghost. I whipped back around and saw it batting at the fire, trying to get through.

			“I told you to stop that!” I bellowed. “Or . . . um . . . or I’ll just keep making things really freaking hot in here until you calm down!” I was hoping the force of my tone conveyed more badass authority than my actual words. Aveda was always telling me that it wasn’t necessarily what you said, it was how you said it. And anyway, I couldn’t tell if the ghost could actually understand me or not.

			“It’s gonna be, um, so hot!” I yelled for good measure. I flicked my gaze to the girl and saw her looking at me somewhat skeptically.

			I couldn’t really blame her.

			“I can surround you with fire, too!” I yelled at the ghost. “Make you sweat so hard you . . . you . . . um . . .”

			Luckily, we were all saved from my atrocious attempts at heroic monologuing by one Aveda Jupiter, who burst through the Burke Theater doors right then, waving around a very large flashlight.

			“Evie!” she screamed, pointing the flashlight in my direction. “You were gone so long, I . . . what are you doing?”

			“I’m protecting us from the ghost!” I yelled back.

			Aveda shook her head. “What ghost?!”

			My head swiveled back in the direction of my wall of flames, and the ghost lurking behind it . . . except there was no ghost lurking behind it.

			It was just me, the cowering girl, and a giant wall of fire. Which was currently incinerating a whole section of carpet and at least part of the movie screen.

			“God! Damn! It!” I yelped, taking a step backward. The girl I’d been protecting chose that moment to pass out.

			“Whoa!” I exclaimed, running to catch her. She gripped my sleeve again, her eyes meeting mine—still lit with that strange intensity.

			“Don’t trust them,” she whispered. She leaned in a little, her eyes narrowing. “Wait . . . you’re . . . of course. Evie Tanaka. Of course . . .”

			Then she fully passed out.

			I looked at the unconscious girl in my arms and the flames, then turned back to Aveda.

			“Go get a fire extinguisher. Looks like I’ve just totally destroyed yet another Morgan College landmark.”

		

	
		
			From the files of the secret ghost-hunting society of Morgan College—so secret, it doesn’t have a name!

			KNOWN SPIRITS OF MORGAN COLLEGE, FILE #16

			MADELEINE MORGAN, THE GHOST OF BURKE THEATER

			The ghosts of Morgan College are plentiful, dating back to the school’s founding in the 1870s—our dear academic home has changed dramatically over the years, but these spirits have always been with us. Some, however, are better known than others. The Courtyard Ghost, for instance, is a classic staple of the Morgan experience, that fearsome pioneer woman who rides through the Morgan Hall courtyard in a horse-drawn wagon—always looking for something, but never finding it. Nearly every student who’s passed through our hallowed halls has seen her at least once.

			But not as many of our esteemed students have seen Madeleine Morgan, the ghost of Burke Theater. This is especially interesting since Madeleine has a direct and very important tie to Morgan—she was the daughter of the school’s founders, noted academics Clara and Daniel. Daniel inherited a fortune when his wealthy father passed, and used that money to open the school. Initially, it was an offshoot of San Francisco College, a satellite institute of sorts, founded as a finishing school for proper young ladies. Quite different from the progressive and empowering haven it is today! It officially became Morgan College, its own entity, many years later—and now it’s difficult to imagine it any other way.

			Madeleine was only twelve when the school was founded, but she was always destined to attend, and her parents hoped she would become one of the school’s shining lights, a glorious example of proper young womanhood. But Madeleine was, in her parents’ words, “a hellion,” and she rebelled against the elder Morgans with every fiber of her being. She skipped more classes than she took, she spent most of her time seeking out thrills and indulging in mind-altering substances, and she failed out of Morgan almost immediately. The piece of land where Burke Theater now sits is rumored to be the area where she had her final showdown with her parents, telling them she was setting off on her own and leaving them, their fortune, and their judgmental ways behind.

			And so she did. No one ever heard from her again.

			Of course the more macabre among paranormal enthusiasts insist she never made it off campus—that her mother flew into a rage and murdered her, right here on our hallowed grounds.

			And now poor Madeleine haunts Burke Theater, enraged at her parents for trying to force her into a life she didn’t desire.

			Madeleine looks like many of our ghosts: humanoid with hollowed-out pits for eyes, gaping mouth, and a bit of a blue-white glowing aura.

			Of course, not all of our ghosts look the same—that’s part of what keeps things so exciting around here! But if you look closely, most of them have that aura. That glorious blue, so reminiscent of Morgan’s blue and gold school colors.

			If any of our members have experienced sightings of Madeleine, please send your accounts to our current Head of Society. We are dedicated to keeping these spirits’ memories alive—even if the people behind them haven’t been alive for a good, long while.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			“SERIOUSLY. SEND ME a bill for the damages. Our team will be happy to compensate you for—”

			“Ms. Tanaka. Please.”

			Gloria Glennon, Morgan College’s honorable provost, held up a hand. Unlike the redhead tornado from the reception, she had a stern, placid air about her. Her gray-streaked hair was pulled back into a perfect bun—not too messy, not too severe—and her face was an implacable mask, revealing nothing. She’d worked in the graduate admissions office when I’d been a student, and I’d always found her stoic demeanor somewhat unnerving. When I have no idea how someone’s feeling about something, I tend to yammer, which is what I was doing now. I just couldn’t believe I’d barely been back on campus an hour and I’d already caused major damage to yet another building.

			I also couldn’t get that scared girl’s face out of my head.

			Don’t trust them.

			She’d been talking about the college—but why? What was she so afraid of? And why had she said my name like it was the answer to a complicated math problem?

			“You were obviously protecting one of our students from harm,” Provost Glennon continued, her voice smooth. “I’m sure we can deal with the damage. Although it might take us a couple semesters to get there—our budget has been tight in recent years.”

			We were sitting in the campus security office, which wasn’t the provost’s usual domain. Unlike the rest of Morgan, this space had no sense of history or atmosphere—it was a blah beige box with a desk and a few plastic chairs in a squat building tucked away in one of the distant corners of campus.

			“The student was still unconscious when the paramedics took her to the hospital,” Provost Glennon continued, “but I’m sure she’ll corroborate that whenever she wakes up.”

			“Wait—she didn’t wake up? She had to go to the hospital?” I frowned. Chaos had erupted even further after Aveda burst into the theater. We’d summoned campus security and they’d taken the girl to the on-campus clinic and swept Aveda and me off to the security office to debrief. But I’d assumed the girl had woken up. “What’s her name?” I said. “And is she going to be okay? Can we talk to her?”

			“Her name is Julie Vũ,” Provost Glennon said, giving me a chilly smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “She’s a junior, and it sounds like she’ll be fine, but she’s obviously had a nasty shock. Our on-campus clinic isn’t really equipped to deal with any possible tests she might need, so we sent her to the hospital—”

			“What hospital?” I interrupted. “I’d really like to see her.”

			“I’m not sure. It would be whatever preferred facility she listed on her student intake form,” Provost Glennon said. She gave me another slight almost-smile. Somehow, even the smallest of expressions looked wrong on her face. I couldn’t help but feel that she was being weirdly calm about the fact that Julie had to be taken to the hospital. Maybe I was just on high alert because Julie had told me not to trust “them.” Was Provost Glennon included in “them”? Was there a reason she didn’t want me to talk to Julie?

			At the moment, I didn’t have answers to any of these questions, so I just had to feel out the situation. I’d described the basics of the incident to Provost Glennon, but I had tried not to reveal too many details—like what Julie had said to me right before she passed out.

			“I’m curious, ma’am,” Aveda said, “has this sort of thing happened before? Usually, demonic activity tends to be confined to San Francisco. Although we’ve had a few East Bay oddities recently, which we’d love to gather more data on. Perhaps you can help us.”

			“Mmm.” Provost Glennon nodded—though it didn’t quite seem to be a nod of agreement. “As you’ve probably heard—especially since Ms. Tanaka used to be a student here—the college is known for its rather colorful paranormal goings-on. Or at least what have been characterized as paranormal goings-on.”

			“Evie told me that some parts of campus are considered haunted,” Aveda said briskly. “Though I must say, none of that has ever been officially reported to us, or we would have been out here right away—”

			“These so-called hauntings have always been taken with a grain of salt,” Provost Glennon said, holding up a hand to stop Aveda before she could really get into our heroing service record. “We always chalked it up to the fanciful imaginings of our students. Who are, after all, often operating on not very much sleep.”

			“That’s what I said,” Aveda muttered, nudging me in the ribs.

			“The stories of ghosts in various locations around campus have always given us a bit of a charming mystique,” Provost Glennon continued. “And more importantly, no one has ever been harmed during an encounter with one of these so-called ghosts. No property has been damaged, either, so if spirits do exist and they’re choosing to exist here, well . . .” She shrugged, her perfect bun twitching. “They didn’t seem to have bad intentions.” She paused, took off her glasses, and used the bottom of her shirt to polish them, considering her next words very carefully. “Until now.”

			Aveda’s eyebrows shot up. “Meaning . . . ?”

			Provost Glennon let out a long, weary sigh and put her glasses back on. “The last few times students have reported these, ah, sightings . . . well. There has been damage. To people and property.”

			“Were the police notified?” Aveda was sitting up straight in her seat now, studying Provost Glennon keenly. Probably trying to suss out if she had a real problem worthy of our time or if she was just trying to get San Francisco’s premier superheroines to pay attention to her. “How many times has this happened?”

			“Only two individuals have officially reported incidents—but there have been rumblings from many students over the past few months,” Provost Glennon said. “Campus security was alerted, and at first, it didn’t seem like a major issue. We always have a lot more sightings in the weeks leading up to Halloween, that’s just the way it is. The students reporting these sightings—and the ones who have merely gossiped about their own encounters—sustained minor injuries. Cuts and bruises, things like that. But as far as I’m aware, no one had to go to the hospital until tonight.”

			“So now you’re thinking . . . what, the hauntings have become real, somehow?” I asked.

			Julie said we had to “stop them all.” Did she mean all the ghosts? That were suddenly fucking Morgan up more than usual? But . . . no. She’d gotten upset when I’d mentioned “college authorities.” Who, as far as I knew, were still very real, very alive people.

			Provost Glennon studied me for a moment, sizing me up. I squirmed, feeling like I was a grad student on my first day all over again, desperately wanting to impress her and somehow hide the fact that I actually didn’t know what I was doing and even though I kept saying yes, I could absolutely commit my entire life to the program . . . that actually wasn’t true. I had rent to pay and a surly, grieving tween to take care of and feed, and then there were all those pesky emotions I was most definitely not dealing with . . .

			“We’re not sure what to think,” Provost Glennon finally said, blinking at me through her glasses. “You mentioned that there’s been recent demonic activity in the East Bay, Ms. Jupiter—perhaps it has something to do with that. But I’m afraid when it comes to anything supernatural . . .” She shook her head, her frown deepening. “Campus security obviously hasn’t been trained to deal with that. Whatever’s behind this, the incidents have been escalating. And while the abstract idea of ghosts is charming and entertaining, actual injured students and damaged property are not. At minimum, it’s disruptive. In the worst-case scenario, well . . .” Her expression turned grim. “We’ve been struggling to keep our heads above water the last few years.”

			“You mentioned the budget being tight,” I said. “Is that a recent development? Morgan seemed so well-funded when I went here.”

			“It was,” Provost Glennon said. “I fear we’ve had some growing pains. As you may know, Ms. Tanaka, when Morgan first opened in the 1870s, it was considered more of a finishing school for proper young ladies—and it was still tied to San Francisco College, sort of a little sister school. You may have even referred to it that way when you were here. It wasn’t until much later that we developed our own identity as an empowering bastion of feminism, a place where young women could find their voices. These days . . .” She gave an elegant shrug. “We’re perceived as being an uncomfortable mix of the two, and that means we’re not necessarily the first choice for progressives or the finishing school set. Enrollment’s down, and we’ve been kept alive by our most generous donors—who want to believe their money is going toward a reputable and secure institution of higher learning. They would naturally be put off if we start getting a reputation for being a place where dangerous things happen and students are always getting hurt. In fact, we had an issue with several of them when the library burned down—it took at least three years to recover from that and get our donations back to where they need to be.”

			I made my face as neutral as possible. No one outside of Team Tanaka/Jupiter had ever found out that I was, in fact, responsible for the library. And sweating underneath Provost Glennon’s piercing gaze made me want to keep that secret inside forever.

			“And if these incidents keep escalating,” Provost Glennon continued, “I can’t imagine that will be appealing to prospective students, either—or their parents. We’re really trying to grow enrollment, develop a modern brand, and become the thriving institution we are meant to be. And I don’t want anything to get in the way of that.” Her face hardened a bit.

			“Provost Glennon, I think I see where you’re going with this,” Aveda said, giving her the assured smile of a veteran superheroine. “This growing threat is obviously something that needs to be investigated—never fear, we can help. Evie and I would be happy to connect you with Sergeant Rose Rorick’s Demon Unit—it’s part of SFPD? You can make an official report to them and Rose will get started on the investigation. Er, her second in command will, I suppose, since Rose is currently on her honeymoon. But her department has all kinds of scanner tools that can help determine exactly what you’re dealing with here, if it’s a bona fide supernatural threat—”

			“Police?” Provost Glennon’s brow crinkled ever so slightly. “Oh, no, I don’t think so. I need someone with more of a personal touch, someone who can be discreet. A very public investigation will only disrupt life on campus and put us in the exact position I’m hoping to avoid.”

			Aveda gave me a sidelong look, but my brain was already whirling. Something wasn’t right here. Why hadn’t anyone beyond campus security been notified after the very first possibly supernatural incident where a student had gotten hurt? And why did Provost Glennon’s main concern seem to be avoiding a scandal rather than protecting her students?

			“I’m hoping to employ the very best,” Provost Glennon said, looking at us meaningfully.

			“We are . . . that,” Aveda responded hesitantly.

			Julie’s voice floated through my head again: Don’t trust them.

			“Before we agree to anything, I’d really like to get the information about Julie Vũ’s hospital,” I said. “When do you think we can talk to her?”

			“I can’t say for certain,” Provost Glennon said, shuffling through the reports on the campus security desk. “But to be honest, it is unlikely she’ll able to provide you with much more useful information, since you were there this time, Ms. Tanaka. You saw it all.”

			“Mmm,” I said, my tone noncommittal. “What can you tell me about her? Our interaction was brief.”

			“There’s not much to tell,” Provost Glennon said, scanning one of the reports—and avoiding meeting my eyes. “She doesn’t live on campus, so I’m afraid I haven’t spoken with her much. I don’t think that’s relevant to your investigation, anyway.”

			I frowned. Yeah, something really wasn’t right here. Provost Glennon was being way too cagey, trying to steer me away from what should have been fairly innocuous information. And I couldn’t get Julie’s terrified eyes out of my head. That exhausted, desperate face reminded me so much of my own when I’d been a student here.

			I can’t die. My sister . . . she needs me.

			That could have been me saying those words back then. I’d also been trying to stay alive, to survive . . . and my sister had needed me, too.

			And let’s not forget that Julie had said my name, that she’d looked at me so strangely . . .

			“I’m not sure if we’re what you want, Provost Glennon,” Aveda said. “We’re two of the most famous people in the city. Not exactly discreet. If anyone finds out Evie and I are investigating a possibly haunted women’s college, well . . . it’s only a matter of time before our fans and the usual paparazzi show up. And we’re under extra scrutiny now, thanks to Evie’s pregnancy. The story will be sensationalized beyond measure, and then your donors will be really unhappy. But if you start with the police—”

			“No,” I interrupted.

			“Um, what?” Aveda said, turning to me.

			I met her eyes. I couldn’t explain it. I just knew I had to help Julie Vũ. I had to find out what the hell was going on here, and I had to fix it.

			If Provost Glennon wasn’t going to protect her students, I would.

			“This is too important,” I continued, my voice getting stronger with every word. “We can’t just pass it off to the police to handle.”

			“Okay,” Aveda said slowly. She looked uneasy, trepidatious. I couldn’t help but think maybe I had a version of her Idea Face on—and she was finally seeing why it made me so nervous.

			I’d have to fill her in later. I couldn’t reveal everything in front of Provost Glennon—and I was going to have to be extra careful about anything I said to people who worked for the college.

			Don’t trust them, that was what Julie Vũ had asked me to do.

			“I’m thinking that there are only two people in the world who can handle this particular . . . thing that’s going on,” I said, injecting as much bravado as I could muster into my voice. “And I think I have an idea for how we can be discreet about it. We have to help these kids, Aveda.”

			“Oh, no,” Aveda said. “I feel both proud of you and scared of you, because are you about to say—”

			“Yes,” I said, nodding firmly. “Team Tanaka/Jupiter is gonna go undercover and catch ourselves some ghosts.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			I NEVER THOUGHT I’d have the chance to live in a real, honest-to-goodness dorm.

			I’d spent a few weeks in one before ultimately moving home for my undergrad, and Bea and I’d had our own teeny apartment while I was in grad school. Dorm life, with its parties and late-night gossip sessions and impulsive study runs to Taco Bell, seemed like some kind of gauzy fantasy world that only existed on TV.

			One could say that Tanaka/Jupiter HQ, with its sprawling, messy found family of inhabitants, was like a dorm, but there were still some key differences. My room at home was sprawling and warm and sunlit and I shared it with the man I loved. My brand-new dorm room, located in the creaky structure known as Mara Dash Hall, on the other hand, was small and cramped, barely large enough for the two twin beds shoved against opposite walls and the minuscule sink stuffed in the corner.

			And I shared it with my awesome but occasionally overbearing best friend who’d made it her current life’s mission to decorate the shit out of our temporary cohabitation space.

			“What do you think?” Aveda said, gesturing expansively to the wall above her bed. “Too much Heroic Trio? Or just enough?”

			She’d tacked up a giant poster of our favorite Hong Kong action movie—The Heroic Trio, starring Michelle Yeoh, Anita Mui, and Maggie Cheung as superheroines—above her bed. I was pretty sure it was the exact same poster that used to adorn her childhood room. There wasn’t much room for anything else on the limited wall space, but somehow she’d managed to surround the Trio with Morgan College pennants and other memorabilia, so it looked like our girls were all ready to cheer on the school basketball team or something. There were even a couple of Halloween-specific bits, tiny pumpkin decals emblazoned with the Morgan logo.

			“It looks great,” I said. “Very collegiate. But let me ask you something: did you and your mom buy out the entire school bookstore or . . . ?” I grinned and nodded at her brand-new Morgan-branded sweatshirt, ponytail holder, and plastic shower slippers, which she was wearing over her socks like some kind of badass Asian Auntie.

			“Evelyn, don’t drag me for this, my mom is so excited I’m finally going to college,” Aveda said, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. “And yes, I told her this was an official undercover mission and I won’t actually have a degree when it’s all over, but you know my mom—she only hears what she wants to.”

			“I think it’s sweet that she came out here to take you shopping,” I said, sitting down on my own bed and contemplating Aveda’s wall collage, haphazardly lit by the streaks of afternoon sun filtering through the rusty casement window and its half-hearted, paper-thin attempt at a pull-down blind. “You and your mom getting along is kind of adorable.”

			“Yes, well.” Aveda shrugged and waved a hand. “Don’t expect it to last, she’s on the baby train now that you’re all knocked up. I might need to throw your baby at her a few times so her thirst for tiny people that are sort of related to her is momentarily quenched.”

			“Please don’t throw my baby,” I said, holding up a warning finger. “I haven’t read up on all the baby things I need to, but I’m pretty sure that’s on the ‘no’ list.”

			She opened her mouth to retort, but my phone buzzed, cutting off any further argument we might have had about the ethics of baby throwing.

			I hit accept on the call and my sister’s face filled the screen.

			“Evie!” she shrieked. “Aveda! I can’t believe you guys are going to college!?”

			“We’re not actually going to college,” I said with a grin. “We’re going undercover as graduate students so we can get to the bottom of this destructive ghostly business.”

			“The two of you undercover?” Bea snorted. “Sounds like a classic Aveda Jupiter scheme—the chance of shenanigans is off the charts.”

			“Don’t look at me, this one was all Evie,” Aveda said, waving a hand at me.

			“It just came to me when Provost Glennon was going on and on about discretion,” I explained. “She wants us to blend in, and the best way to do that is for us to be part of the student body—we’ll be able to get close to these kids, find out what’s really happening on campus. And I thought being graduate students—and TAs—was the best of both worlds. We’re not scary authority figures, like campus administrators, but we can still give the students kind of a big sister vibe, so hopefully they’ll confide in us more easily.”

			“And grad students at Morgan live in the same dorms as undergrads,” Aveda said, gesturing to our closet-like space. “So that allows us to embed ourselves even more.”

			“Are you guys actually going to be, um, teaching?” Bea said skeptically. “Are either of you qualified to do that?”

			“A little respect, please,” Aveda said, looking down her nose at Bea. “We’re superheroines. We’re qualified to do everything.”

			“Not actually true,” I said, giving her a look. “We’ll be assisting and doing our best to stay out of the way of the actual teaching. I’ll be in Pop Culture Studies, Annie will be in Bio. The two students who reported their recent haunting experiences are in those departments, and we figure that will give us an easy way to talk to both of them in more depth than campus security. We’re also hoping being embedded will help us find the students who didn’t report their ghostly encounters—because apparently there have been a lot of these incidents recently, but they’re hard to track without official reports.”

			I’d filled Aveda in on what Julie Vũ had said to me after we’d finished our meeting with Provost Glennon—and why I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something extra weird going on at Morgan. I mean, in addition to all the ghost stuff. She’d agreed with me, and we’d decided to do our best to pursue all lines of inquiry. I kept trying to get Julie’s hospital information out of Provost Glennon, but she claimed she couldn’t find Julie’s student intake form and didn’t know what hospital she’d been taken to.

			I was determined to track Julie down and talk to her again. Beyond needing information from her, I also just needed to know that she was okay.

			Provost Glennon would not block me from that.

			“Wait a minute.” Bea shook her head, her wavy purple-blue hair bouncing with disbelief. “Does Aveda actually know anything about Bio?”

			“I’m sure I can fake it,” Aveda sniffed, plopping herself next to me with an indignant whump. “I’ve taken out demons of every kind, I can handle a little science-ing.”

			“A little science-ing?” Bea hooted, shaking her head even more vehemently. “Are you kidding? Aren’t you supposed to be helping these kids expand their minds or whatever?”

			“Oh, their minds will be super freaking expanded,” Aveda said, a determined gleam lighting her eyes. “Once they’ve had Aveda Jupiter as their TA, they’ll never be the same.”

			“Oof.” I flopped back against my pillow. “Don’t make that your opening statement, please. Also, remember that undercover means undercover.”

			“And what about you, Evie?” Bea demanded, her eyes widening. “You’ll be in Pop Culture Studies—”

			“A natural fit, since that was what I studied here,” I said. “So I do have the expertise.”

			“Yeah, but won’t that put you in close contact with Richard the Terrible?” Bea said. “Wasn’t he, like, a big muckety-muck in that department?”

			“He still is,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “Actually, I’ll be TA-ing one of his classes.”

			“What?!” Bea exploded. “Okay, this is gonna lead to more than shenanigans, it’s gonna be, like . . .” Her brow furrowed. “I don’t even know. Can you handle being around him, Big Sis?”

			“Thank you!” Aveda exclaimed, sweeping a hand toward me. “I tried to tell her that I should be the one in Pop Culture Studies, so she doesn’t have to deal with him. Just seeing him again at the reunion brought up a lot of feelings, Evie. I don’t know why you’re insisting on exposing yourself to more of that, during what’s already a very taxing mission. And especially while you’re—”

			“Don’t say ‘pregnant,’” I groaned. “I’m very aware. And I’m fine. This is what’s best for the mission. Because I already know I can deal with Richard and all of his blowharding. Whereas Aveda—”

			“Would lose her temper the minute he starts going on and on with his gross, sexist lectures and probably kick his ass or at the very least yell at him,” Bea finished, nodding slowly. “I guess I can see the rationale there.”

			“Whatever,” Aveda grumbled. “I am extremely professional in all things, including ass-kicking.”

			“But please, Evie,” Bea continued, “protect yourself however you can. Don’t get sucked into his disgusting web again.”

			“There is a less than zero chance of that,” I said, shuddering.

			“And how are y’all hiding the fact that you’re two of the most famous people in the city?” Bea said, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

			“Scott gave us glamours,” I said. “Specially-calibrated ones that alter our appearances subtly—just enough so that we’re not recognizable. Like, my hair will be straight, my features will be just a bit different, I won’t have freckles. That kind of thing. He says they should last longer than usual since the magic doesn’t have to work as hard to mask our appearances, so we won’t have to worry about suddenly looking like ourselves again in the middle of class. And we have cover names that start with the same letters as our actual names—so hopefully we’ll remember to answer to them. Meet Eliza Takahashi and Angelica Chin.”

			Aveda struck a “ta-da!” pose next to me.

			“Goddammit,” Bea growled. “That means I’m ‘and Peggy.’”

			“You said it, Tiny Terror,” Aveda said affectionately.

			“Anyway,” Bea said, rolling her eyes. “I’m actually calling for business reasons. You asked Nate to compile the research on all the supposed hauntings and ghost stories at Morgan—”

			“Yes,” I said, frowning. “I thought he was going to give me that report when he came out here later today. Why is he asking you to do that? Not that I don’t want to hear from you, Bea, I just thought you were busy with your own research.”

			Nate and I hadn’t talked much since I’d left HQ . . . god, was that yesterday? It felt like eons ago. Aveda and I had briefed everyone on Team Tanaka/Jupiter about the mission, and I sensed that Nate wasn’t super happy I was staying at Morgan past the weekend. He’d said he wanted to come out and see me before the mission kicked into high gear—I assumed so he could fuss over my blood pressure again.

			Bea hesitated, her gaze sliding to the side. “I am busy with my own stuff,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “But I still like to know what’s going on with you guys. And Nate was tied up with some other research, so he asked me to assist.”

			“What other research?” I pressed. “We don’t have any outstanding supernatural incidents, so what’s he so busy with?”

			“I don’t know,” Bea said, shrugging as she met my eyes. “Maybe you should ask him? Ooh! Or don’t ask him, maybe he’s working on some kind of awesome surprise party for you! I wonder if there’s still time to order a custom balloon arrangement. Or one of those multi-tier cake samplers Letta’s been experimenting with at her bakery! Oh my god, Evie!” She leaned in close to the screen, her eyes sparking with excitement. “You have to have a cake sampler!”

			“I don’t think that’s the case,” I said. “Planning a party is the antithesis of everything Nate is.”

			“Then maybe it’s another kind of surprise!” Bea exclaimed, jabbing the air with an index finger. “Ooh. Maybe it’s, like . . . a sexy one.” She waggled her eyebrows.

			“I know it’s not that—not at the moment,” I muttered.

			Bea cocked her head to the side, frowning. “You know, Big Sis, that man loves you more than anything—”

			“I know,” I said, trying to keep the weariness out of my voice. “We’re just having some . . . issues. Anyway. Not important.” I forced myself to paste on a big grin. My customary rictus smile these days. “Anything interesting in the research?”

			“Interesting, yes. Useful . . . mmm.” Bea frowned as she picked up an iPad and started swiping through. “I took notes that I’m sending over to you, along with all the relevant documentation. The long and short of it is basically what Provost Glennon told you guys: hauntings and ghost shit have been reported at Morgan since it opened, but it’s only recently that people have gotten hurt. The ghosts usually appear in humanoid form—albeit . . .” She smiled a little and made air-quotes with her fingers. “. . . ‘ghostly’ humanoid form. Hollowed-out pits for eyes, gaping mouths, kind of a blue-white glowing sheen all over. An aura.”

			“So basically what Evie encountered in the theater classroom,” Aveda said.

			“Right.” Bea nodded. “Although not all of them are like that—it’s a mixed bag of haunting type things. That ghost you saw in the theater was probably Madeleine Morgan, daughter of the school founders—”

			“Ah, yes, I remember,” I said, snapping my fingers. “She had a huge fight with them after failing out of school, right?”

			“And took off for who knows where or was possibly murdered,” Bea said, pointing a finger at me. “You got it.”

			“Wow, that’s dark,” Aveda muttered.

			“Here’s what’s interesting,” Bea said. “Prior to these recent incidents, where there’s been minor injuries and damage, the Morgan ghosts didn’t interact with anyone. It was what ghost-hunting circles call ‘passive hauntings’—”

			“Ghost-hunting circles?” Aveda shook her head. “Those are a thing? How bizarre to have entire organizations set up for a supernatural evil that doesn’t exist while demons are running around wreaking havoc. I mean, not too much havoc. Since Evie and I always catch them.”

			“I don’t think these are so much ‘organizations’ as, like, discussion groups,” Bea said. “Like a book club, only to talk about semi-resurrected dead people. Y’all should actually look into that on campus—there are rumors about an official ghost-hunting type society at Morgan. Some of the research I dredged up involves their documentation, which is of course supposed to be super secret—as is the society itself.”

			“Of course,” Aveda said.

			“Are we sure ghosts don’t exist, though?” I said. “I mean, it’s not that much of a stretch to imagine, considering all the stuff we’ve dealt with ever since that first demon portal opened up.”

			“The ghosts, as described, don’t seem that similar to any of the demons we’ve encountered over the years,” Bea said with a shrug. “That said, it’s not out of the question to go with the theory that they’re somehow related to the energy from the Pussy Queen portal—has Rose’s team finished their scan yet?”

			“Their initial findings are inconclusive,” Aveda said. “Although I think it was also harder to take the scans since Provost Glennon wants them to be so discreet. I’m surprised we managed to talk her into involving the police at all. I’m sure Nate will want to do further analyses.”

			“Maybe that’s what he’s working on,” Bea said. “I mean, in addition to Evie’s big surprise.”

			“Maybe. In any case, we’ll incorporate that data when we get it,” I said, picking up the thread. “In the meantime, it sounds like the logical next step is to try to talk to the students who were involved in the reported incidents—which Aveda and I can do when we start classes tomorrow. But remember . . .” I gave Aveda a meaningful look. “We’re undercover. We can’t just go up to these kids and start asking questions, we need to use finesse.”

			“I don’t know why you’re telling me this,” Aveda said, giving me a haughty look. “Finesse is one of my not-so-secret superpowers, and—why are you both laughing?”

			“Sorry,” Bea said, suppressing her giggles. “I mean, first of all, I don’t think someone with the nickname ‘Hurricane Annie’ can claim finesse as a special skill. But also, Aveda, I’m just imagining you trying to employ finesse while acting like you know anything about Biology or its related science-y topics.”

			“Excuse you,” Aveda said, crossing her arms over her chest. “But I’m totally going to Biology these students until they don’t know anything except cells and organisms and, uh . . . other important Biology things!”

			“Oh god,” I muttered. “We are so screwed.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			AFTER WE HUNG up with Bea, Aveda went out to get more school supplies (which I was pretty sure were unnecessary, but she was having so much fun shopping for them I didn’t have the heart to say so) and I settled in for my seventh nap of the day. That first trimester exhaustion was no joke. It came out of nowhere and I was absolutely powerless to ignore it. My new superpower was the ability to fall asleep in five seconds flat.

			Usually that was the case, anyway. Right now, my mind was still whirling, making it hard for me to settle in for a restful slumber.

			Being back here on campus was stirring up all kinds of weird feelings. Every sight, sound, and smell immediately called up a whole slew of emotions so vivid, I felt like I’d found a really fucked-up time machine.

			It wasn’t all déjà vu, however. I’d barely set foot in Mara Dash during my time here, so I had no real memories attached to the place. The old building was one of the dorms built into a hill, and as such, it had one of the oddest structures I’d ever seen—there were little offshoot halls, hidden-away clusters of dorm rooms, and weird Gothic architectural flourishes stuffed into every nook and cranny. The rusty casement windows always creaked when you opened them, the winding staircases seemed like they might collapse if you trod on them too hard, and the creepy atmosphere made you feel as if a lady with flowing hair and a gauzy white nightgown should be running down every cobwebby hall, toting a single melting candle.

			But I still felt an odd familiarity, like maybe I should have lived here back in the day. It was more like reverse déjà vu—the sense that I was living a life that hadn’t actually happened, experiencing the road I had decided not to take.

			That ever-present air of eucalyptus wafting in through our dorm room window was currently giving me a sense of actual déjà vu, however. It transported me back to the first day I’d set foot on campus—how I’d looked up at the scraps of morning light glittering through the tree canopy and felt that brisk sliver of cold snap that always seems to float just underneath the warmth of the East Bay sun.

			I’d closed my eyes and breathed deeply, letting the soft honey-pine scent wash over me. I was on my way to really making something of myself, to being able to take care of Bea and ensure she’d have some semblance of a normal existence. And I was also on my way to controlling my fire power, getting a little better at suppressing it every day. Maybe I could even have a borderline normal existence at some point. The idea had sent an eager little shiver up my spine and long-dormant hope fizzled through my heart. In spite of everything, I’d made it. I was here. Maybe everything would be okay.

			I wished I could go back to that hopeful girl and warn her that very soon, things were not going to be okay and would actually be the total opposite for quite some time. I know hearing from Wet Blanket Evie would’ve been a real downer, but maybe it would have saved her some pain.

			She probably still would’ve gotten with Richard, though.

			I grimaced, remembering that I’d have to see him again tomorrow. There was no way I was getting “sucked into his disgusting web” as Bea had said, but I’d probably have to put some effort into hiding my full-body revulsion.

			I still remembered the time I’d tried to argue with him about wanting to write a comprehensive paper on the importance of The Heroic Trio in modern cinema—how it built certain concepts that others copied later, how it was a revolutionary work for Asian Americans unused to seeing faces like theirs at the center of a story.

			Or at least it was for me.

			We’d had this conversation right after we’d had sex and were sprawled together on his bed. Richard lived in faculty housing, a cluster of quaint cottages tucked away in the very back of campus—an area where some of the agricultural students grew wild stalks of vegetables and weedy-looking masses of plants. His place was small, but he’d tried to make it comfortable, and enjoyed festooning his bedroom with things he considered “opulent.” Thus his bed contained at least a dozen pillows of different sizes, most of them done up in heavy gold-stitched brocade, and his bedspread was the most ridiculously plush velvet the color of red wine.

			I’ll admit, I’d been impressed at the time. Diving into that bed was like diving into a luxurious velvet cloud—my own scratchy sheets, which I’d gotten on clearance at Target, could not hope to compare to such fancy excess. I’d briefly wondered how he could afford such things, but had eventually figured out he came from a rich San Francisco society family, the Carmichaels—a factoid he tried to downplay at every turn. He even went so far as to go by his mother’s maiden name, Covington, which he liked to say was a feminist reclaiming. But really, it was so he could brag about being a “self-made man.”

			Anyway, Richard was not super into my paper idea, and challenged me on it.

			“I don’t know, Evelyn,” he’d said, his sandy hair falling over his forehead as he propped himself on one elbow, studying me. “I’d say the truly intriguing meat of the Heroic Trio discourse is the ways in which its fans project things onto the text that are not, in fact, present in the actual text.”

			I flipped onto my side, pulling the velvet comforter more tightly around me.

			“Such as?”

			“The so-called empowering portrayals of Asian woman,” he said with a laconic shrug. “The portrayals in the movie are fine, nothing special. They’d be considered unremarkable to much of the intended Chinese audience, who are accustomed to seeing Asian female action stars performing a variety of difficult tasks.”

			“But that’s what I’m saying. It means something extra to so many of us in the diaspora who aren’t accustomed to that,” I countered. “It really changed things for both me and Aveda. I mean, it’s what made Aveda realize she could be a superhero—because she saw someone who looked like her doing just that.”

			“And that’s a projection, that’s what I’m saying,” Richard said, smiling indulgently as he reached over to muss my hair. “It’s not in the text.”

			“That doesn’t mean it’s not important,” I argued. “As viewers, our relationship to that text is important too, isn’t it?”

			“But why address that in such a mediocre film?” Richard sniffed. “If you want to write about transcendent moments in Hong Kong action cinema, that’s one thing. But if all you want to do is pen a fan account about how seeing a movie when you were younger made you feel good, well. I don’t think I can approve that. The movie might be fun, but it’s not exactly earth-shattering. And I want you to write about something earth-shattering.”

			“Seeing three Asian women kick ass and exist as the actual main characters in something is earth-shattering,” I said—but my voice had gone all meek, unsure. Mouse Evie.

			“Mmm.” Richard leaned in closer, his eyes searching my face. “I just want you to be great, Evelyn. I know you have that potential. I know it, darling.”

			Then he’d kissed me and things had heated up and . . . well. More sex that ended with him saying he was “too tired” to go down on me, that I really needed to work on responding to him in a more “passionate and adventurous way” during the act, and that I should be careful about being “so loud” since he didn’t want to disturb his fellow faculty neighbors.

			I did not say that 1) those last two points seemed contradictory and 2) I wasn’t even being that loud since he hadn’t bothered to give me an orgasm. No, I’d just smiled and said, “Noted.” Then I’d rolled over and tried to fall asleep for a bit while my handsome office stranger fantasy raged through my mind.

			The next day in one of the graduate seminar classes I was taking, he gassed on for nearly the entire hour about how sometimes we have to examine how our personal attachments to stories may be more superficial than we’re willing to admit. I’d taken notes, trying to listen. I didn’t necessarily want to be great—I liked blending into the background a little too much for that. But maybe I could be better. Make something of myself, like I was trying so hard to do.

			That notion was interrupted by Richard saying something that pissed me all the way off.

			“And so, class,” he said, jabbing a dry erase marker in the air, “I want you all to write a paper about your own wish fulfillment, about something in a piece of cinema that was important to you personally and why. And then analyze whether, decoupled from that . . . the film is actually any good or not.”

			My brain had screamed what, but my mouth couldn’t get the word out. My head whipped up to look at him with indignation. He’d taken my idea and twisted it into something awful. Something that downplayed the ways stories can be powerful. Not taking into account that dubbing something a “good” film is always subjective anyway, depending on who’s watching.

			He’d just smiled and winked, mouthing “thank you” across the room.

			Mouse Evie told me to tamp down the rage that exploded in my chest, thick and toxic and threatening to overwhelm every cell of my being. Mouse Evie reminded me that I might start a full-on fire if I kept going with the rage—and that Richard’s premise was probably way better than mine anyway since he was an accomplished academic, and I should be thankful he’d found any of what I said worthwhile.

			But, ooh, that rage. It was the first time in a good long while that anger had throbbed through me like that, refusing to be ignored. It had taken everything in my being to hold it in. To bury it deep.

			In the end, I hadn’t written about The Heroic Trio. I’d wanted to write with passion and vigor about why something meant so much to me, but I kept imagining Richard reading it. Smiling indulgently. Shaking his head at silly Evie and her pedestrian taste, getting all excited because she’d found superficial meaning in what he’d deemed a mediocre piece of cinema.

			I shuddered, that humiliation from so long ago coursing through me now. Why was it that that type of embarrassment, being made to feel like you were small, lingered?

			The way it rose up again now . . . it was just as potent as it had been the first time.

			So yeah, if we were going to maintain this ruse, I was really going to have to corral my feelings about Richard in the classroom.

			I tried to shove his smug face from my mind and focus on falling asleep.

			Ahhh . . . just smell that eucalyptus again, that lovely breeze coming in through the window. Hmm. I should probably close that window before Nate gets here, he’ll worry about me catching a cold and nag me about it . . .

			As if on cue, my phone buzzed. I grabbed it off the nightstand and scrutinized the screen. Nate had texted me, letting me know he was “bringing the doctor with him” and he wanted to “pick up where we left off.”

			My brows drew together. “Where we left off”? As in me throwing myself at him in front of our house? Him—just for a moment—responding and pulling me close and kissing me. . . oh. Oh!

			Maybe Bea was right?! Maybe Nate was planning a “sexy surprise.” Maybe he’d finally been assured enough about my blood pressure and now we could finally . . .

			But, wait, what did he mean by “the doctor” . . .

			I frowned. That didn’t really seem to go with the whole sexy surprise thing. I gnawed on my lower lip, debating. If I asked him to clarify, would it wreck the mystique? I screenshotted the message and sent it to Lucy, along with an explanation and an apology for bothering her with my sexy surprise dilemmas on her hopefully very sexy honeymoon.

			Oh, darling! she texted back right away. Don’t you remember, that’s how you used to refer to his cock!

			“What?!?” I yelped.

			I typed back: I most certainly did NOT call it that. Ever.

			The three little dots appeared, indicating she was typing back. Then they disappeared. Then appeared again.

			I sat up in bed, pulling my phone closer to my face. Waiting.

			Finally, her response appeared:

			Oops. Sorry. Rose reminded me that’s how I used to refer to it! When I was trying to ask you for more details about your first time together. Remember, I said something like, but how did the LITTLE doctor do and then you informed me that it actually wasn’t so little, so I said, okay, okay, how about just The Doctor—very distinguished, and then you said NO because apparently “The Doctor” is some nerd thing, and then much later I tried to tell Nate this story, thinking he might find it highly amusing, but he didn’t seem to . . .

			Oh. Rose is telling all about The Doctor now. And love, I think it’s getting her quite excited, so I’m afraid I have to leave you to your own doctorings. I do hope they are spectacular!

			She added three eggplant emojis. Then she was gone.

			“Oh, man.” I couldn’t stop the big grin that spread over my face.

			And suddenly, I wasn’t tired anymore.

			“Okay, Doctor,” I said, reading the text from Nate again. “Time to play doctor. I can’t fucking wait.”
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			I spent the next half hour trying to create a romantic atmosphere in our dorm room—not the easiest task. The flimsy paper blind, humming mini-fridge, and threadbare rust-colored carpet didn’t exactly scream SEX.

			I lit a few of the Morgan-branded candles Aveda and her mom had purchased at the gift shop and texted Aveda to please, please let me have the room to myself for a couple hours. Then I threw on a pair of bright blue lacy panties and one of Nate’s shirts I’d brought to sleep in—I know this doesn’t sound like the most sexy ensemble, but let’s just say it had definitely proved to be very effective in the past.

			I was just attempting to tousle my hair into something that looked like seductive bedhead when there was a knock on the door.

			“Okay,” I murmured, butterflies flitting through my stomach. “Let’s go.”

			I bounded over to the door.

			“Hellooo,” I sang out, throwing the door open. “Is the doctor in? Because I’m feeling very—”

			“Evie?”

			My mouth snapped shut. My husband was standing in the doorway . . . alongside none other than Doctor Rebekah Goo. Who was giving me a sweet, quizzical smile as they both took in my state of undress.

			“Hi, Evie!” she chirped, giving me a little wave. Doctor Goo had the sunniest disposition I’d ever encountered. She was short and curvy, with a mop of dark curls and glowing dark brown skin, and she always wore a pair of adorably mismatched Crocs in a rainbow of colors. Her cheerful demeanor made even the most clinical of statements sound like something to be celebrated, and I appreciated her so much for that.

			Although I didn’t totally appreciate her presence at the moment.

			“Hi, Doctor Goo,” I said, my voice faint.

			“Are you all right?” Nate said, stepping into the room. He reached over to feel my forehead. I gnawed on my lower lip and tugged on the t-shirt, which was not quite covering my ass. “You got my message, right? About bringing Doctor Goo? You’d mentioned she was going to come by and give you a checkup later, so I thought it might be best to combine our visits.”

			Oh. Of course. He’d been referring to an actual doctor. Not his penis. That . . . made so much more sense. And if I wasn’t currently looking at everything through a horny cloud of hormones, I probably would have figured it out. I did vaguely remember Doctor Goo being scheduled to come by later . . .

			“What did you mean about ‘picking up where we left off’?” I blurted out, my brain still playing catch-up.

			“Monitoring your health,” Nate said. “We were discussing that right before you left, remember?”

			“Sure,” I muttered, the word coming out like the longest sigh ever. “Of course. I should probably put on some pants.” I surreptitiously blew out my romantic candles as I shuffled over to the closet. “Um, please make yourselves comfortable . . . wherever you can,” I called out as I shimmied into some sweats. “Sorry our dorm room isn’t more spacious.”

			“Not a problem—I can set up anywhere!” Doctor Goo chirped, bustling over to my bed and setting down her bags. “And thanks for the email about your new mission. I wanted to get some baseline stats to see where we are with the blood pressure and such so we can make sure you’re taking care of yourself while you’re here.”

			“Right,” I murmured, crossing the room to sit next to where she was setting up—it looked like she had a portable blood pressure machine and some other equipment.

			I had sent Doctor Goo an email about the mission and why I might need to have her visit me on campus a couple times, depending on how long we were here for. Aveda and I had no idea how long it was going to take to crack the case, but we figured we’d be at Morgan for at least a couple weeks.

			“You look good!” Doctor Goo enthused, wrapping the blood pressure cuff around my arm. “Just glowing.”

			I gave her my pasted-on smile and let my gaze wander to Nate, who had settled himself on Aveda’s bed. He was studying me with the serious, worried look that had become the norm for him recently.

			I looked down at my lap, listening to Doctor Goo’s perky voice telling me to breathe as she tightened the cuff.

			I couldn’t help but feel stung—the first thing Nate had done was feel my forehead. No hug, no kiss, no expression of affection. No asking how I was beyond the usual questions about my health.

			“This is great, you’re totally back in normal range!” Doctor Goo beamed, giving a little fist-pump. “The med’s working. And all your other vitals look good. I will need you to come into the office for your next ultrasound, but for now, just keep doing whatever you’re doing. And try to take some extra care on this mission. I know being a superhero is a very dangerous occupation, but please don’t take any unnecessary risks if you can help it—no leaping tall buildings in a single bound or anything like that. Is there anything else you need from me while I’m here?”

			“I think I’m good,” I said, fiddling with the bottom of my oversized shirt.

			“Doctor,” Nate said, leaning forward, “do you have any further information about the concerns we’ve expressed—about the baby being the first of its kind?”

			“That’s something we’re just going to have to keep monitoring for,” Doctor Goo said, packing her equipment up. “But I can tell you: there haven’t been any issues or complications with any of the superbabies I’ve delivered. And remember, superhero DNA is demonic in origin since all those powers came from demons—I actually don’t see a huge difference between Evie’s superhero DNA and your demon DNA. And since both of you seem to be very healthy . . .” She trailed off and gave him one of her winning smiles. “I don’t think we need to worry at this stage. I’ll definitely inform you if I see anything even a little bit out of the ordinary. And of course call me if you experience any complications.”

			“Thanks, Doc,” I said, making my big, pasted-on smile even bigger.

			“Yes, thank you,” Nate said, nodding mechanically. His expression looked far away, like he was thinking extra hard about something. “Doctor, would you mind letting my wife and me speak privately for a moment?”

			“Of course!” Doctor Goo sang out, gathering her things. “Actually, I was thinking I’d like to explore this beautiful campus a bit. Seems like an interesting place—and so empowering!”

			“Oh, yeah, totally empowering,” I said absently as she flew out the door.

			I turned to Nate, trying to meet his gaze. But now he was studying the floor, his brow furrowed. Silence descended over us, thick and awkward—and since I’d closed the window, there wasn’t even that comforting breeze drifting through. Sitting across from each other on narrow twin beds, breathing in the stale dorm room air, staring at that ugly carpet . . . it just felt so bizarre, so disconnected. The space between us was so small, but it felt insurmountable.

			“Evie . . .” Nate began. Then he trailed off, his gaze locked on the floor.

			I felt a pang. What was bothering him so much? I could never stand to see him in pain. It always ignited my protective side, making me want to set fire to whoever had hurt him.

			“Hey,” I said softly. I got up and crossed that space between us, sitting down next to him on Aveda’s bed. “Nate . . . baby.” I laid a tentative hand on his arm. “What’s going on? I know you’ve been worried about my health and the pregnancy and . . . everything. But you seem extra worried today. Please, can you just talk to me? Please.”

			My voice wavered on that last word, so plaintive it was on the verge of a sob. I had so many emotions bottled up, and now they were threatening to spill out all at once. He looked up, a bit of surprise crossing his face. His eyes were haunted, like he’d just seen . . . well, a ghost. Which apparently wasn’t completely out of the question here at Morgan College. He covered my hand with his and I leaned against him, trying to tamp down my raw-edged feelings.

			“I . . .” He closed his eyes for a moment, gathering his thoughts. Then opened them and met my gaze. “I’ve been trying to talk to people in the local underground demon-watching community . . .”

			“Okay,” I said slowly, encouraging him to keep going.

			There were a few loosely organized groups that had formed around the Bay, people who were extra keen to gather any information they could get about demons and the Otherworld. So far, all this had led to was crackpot theories from people falsely calling themselves “demonologists.” Most of them were convinced demons were manufactured by the US government in an attempt to take out all the hippies of San Francisco. Nate and Bea liked to keep track of what was being said in these groups, just in case they ever produced something useful.

			“There’s a rumor that’s bubbled up recently,” Nate continued. His eyes went to the floor again, but he kept his hand on mine. “A rumor that . . . my mother is still alive. And she’s been able to send her operatives into our world.”

			“Okay,” I said again, trying to keep my tone calm and even. “I suppose it’s possible. We don’t know what, exactly, happened to Shasta after I shoved her ass into the portal. Since the walls between our worlds are becoming thinner, maybe she’s found a way to get through. But what evidence do they have? How do they know that’s happening? Because usually, those groups . . . I mean, their theories come out of whatever outlandish thing they’ve made up in their imaginations.”

			“True,” Nate said softly. “But this time . . .” He shook his head. “Evie, I . . . I’ve been hearing her.” He met my eyes again—and his face was even more haunted now. “She’s been talking to me. When I dream. I never remember what she’s said when I wake up. Just . . . her voice . . .” He shuddered and turned away from me, putting his face in his hands.

			That protectiveness stabbed through me again. Shasta had tortured Nate when he was no more than a child, leaving scars that were both mental and physical. If she was still alive, I’d do everything in my power to keep her away from him.

			I would not let her hurt him ever again.

			“Nate.” I reached over and gently tugged one of his hands away from his face, forcing him to look at me. “You’ve had nightmares about her before. Could it be that they’re amped up right now because you’re so worried?”

			“I . . . maybe.” His frown deepened. “But her voice in my head during these dreams, it’s so real. And coupled with the rumors, well . . . I feel we need to take extra precautions. Because if she’s managed to infiltrate our world, she already knows about the baby, thanks to Maisy’s article.”

			“Of course,” I said, stroking his cheek. “I’m taking all the precautions I can.”

			“And I want to ask you to take one more.” His gaze turned piercing, like he could see right through my skin. “Please come home with me. Leave this mission to Aveda. She can handle it on her own, I’m sure.”

			“What?” I dropped my hands from his face and cocked my head at him. “I . . . sorry, what?”

			“Come home with me,” he repeated, his voice urgent. “I can’t bear for you to be anywhere else right now—if Mother’s back, I have no doubt she’ll find you. You’re safer at home, where we can protect you—”

			“Protect me?” I shook my head, still unsure I was hearing him right. I felt like my brain was short-circuiting, like I couldn’t even process his words. “Um, I’m the superhero here, remember? I’m perfectly capable of protecting myself. I’m actually more concerned about protecting you, Nate. If she comes after me, it’s better if I’m nowhere near you. If she tries to . . . to do anything to you . . .” I shook my head, that need to keep him safe overwhelming me. “And I can’t just leave this mission to Aveda,” I added. “First of all, we’re a team. Second of all, this is important to me—the college doesn’t seem to be looking out for these kids. Not really. I have to be there for them, I have to . . .”

			I trailed off, Julie Vũ’s scared face floating through my mind, her voice echoing through my brain: I can’t die.

			Tears welled in my eyes. I couldn’t even explain why.

			“And third,” I said, trying mightily to keep my voice from wobbling, “I can’t let Aveda handle Richard’s class, that’s a recipe for disaster—”

			“Hold on, Richard?” Nate’s gaze darkened. “This mission requires you to interact with Richard?”

			“Well, yeah—”

			“And you didn’t think it was important to mention that not only are you willfully putting yourself in danger, but you’ll be doing so in close quarters with your ex-boyfriend?”

			“You didn’t give me a chance!” I exploded. “To tell you anything! You just barged in here with Doctor Goo and started checking my temperature and demanding my health stats! You barely even looked at me—”

			“What are you talking about?” He shot me a perplexed look. “Of course I looked at you—”

			“No, you didn’t.” To my horror, my voice wobbled again. I swallowed hard, trying to shove down my tears. I was just so . . . frustrated, and he wasn’t listening and . . . how could I explain everything I was feeling? “You looked at me like a specimen,” I said. “A patient.”

			“I’m worried about you—”

			“I know,” I snapped. “And your worry is killing me.”

			He reeled back, like I’d slapped him. I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. Trying to think of how I could explain, even though anger and frustration were blazing through me like wildfire.

			“Look,” I said, trying to make my voice even. “I don’t know why you even care about this Richard thing, you have nothing to worry about—just thinking about him repulses me. And even if I was still attracted to him for some godforsaken reason, don’t you trust me? Haven’t we been through enough together . . .” My voice caught and I swallowed again. “. . . for you to really trust me?”

			“I do,” he said, something deep and painful passing over his face. “It’s just . . .” He slumped and leaned back against the wall. Aveda’s Heroic Trio poster stared down at him, waiting. “Recently, I’ve felt . . . distance between us. Like you’re pulling away.”

			“I’m pulling away?!” I blurted out. “You’re the one who . . .” I shook my head, trying to move beyond my frustration and focus. It was like a red cloud over my vision, blocking out everything else. “Nate, we haven’t had sex in over a month. And I’ve been trying. But every time, you . . . you reject me. You pull away—”

			“Because of your health—your blood pressure, and everything else—”

			“Doctor Goo just told us my blood pressure’s fine—”

			“And I just told you Shasta might be back. That you need to be careful—”

			“I am being careful—”

			“Evie.” He glowered at me. “It’s as if you’ve heard nothing I’ve said. Do you not understand how serious this is? If she is back, she won’t rest until she finds you.”

			“And I already defeated her once before,” I said. “Why don’t you believe I can handle myself at this point? I’m pretty fucking powerful. Anyway, we don’t know for certain that she’s back. All we have to go on so far are rumors, and your dreams—which you’ve had before. And . . . you aren’t listening to me, either. You always talk about logic and data, but there’s no logical reason for you to pull away from me like you’ve been doing. For us to not have sex—”

			“Stop.” He shook his head, his expression thunderous. “I don’t know why you’re equating a threat to our existence—and possibly the existence of everyone else in the city—to our sex life. And I cannot discuss this any further right now. If you won’t come home with me . . . just be as safe as you can.”

			His shoulders slumped and he pushed himself up from the bed. He looked so defeated, as if all the life had been drained from his body. I stubbornly maintained my silence as he headed for the door, crossing my arms over my chest—like I was trying to hold myself together.

			I didn’t cry, though. I was too mad. I just sat there, trying to make my breath even, trying to control my temper. I could not afford to be mad right now. I still had to deal with the mission and Richard and . . . everything else.

			I gazed up at the Trio, willing them to give me strength. I told myself to just keep sitting there, keep breathing. Calm yourself down until you’re not mad anymore.

			I was still sitting there, hugging myself, when Aveda returned.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			THINGS STAYED SILENT between Nate and me through the night and into the next morning. No texts, no calls—nothing. I went to bed early while Aveda put the finishing touches on her room décor. I didn’t respond to Lucy’s texts asking me for follow-up details about “The Doctor.”

			I was still upset, but I had to shove it aside so I could properly embark on the next phase of our mission. I’d asked Provost Glennon—once again—about Julie. She’d told me that Julie had actually been released from the hospital and had withdrawn from Morgan for the rest of the academic year. She was home with her family now. When I’d pressed, asking if I could still speak to Julie somehow, the provost had claimed Julie and her family wanted to put all this behind them, and it was too traumatic for their daughter to speak of the incident at all.

			I got that. I also didn’t quite believe it.

			Julie’s voice floated through my head again:

			Don’t trust them.

			It didn’t make sense for Provost Glennon to make such a production out of hiring Aveda and me and then block what seemed like a very important lead. I’d have to keep pushing, and figure out my own ways of pursuing it. I needed to know Julie was okay. And I needed to know what she’d meant.

			But for now, I had to martial all my inner resources to TA a class taught by my loathsome ex.

			It was weird to be back in front of a classroom. This particular class was usually conducted in Burke Theater, but since Burke Theater was currently—ahem—damaged, we were meeting in one of the more standard Morgan classrooms. As a smaller school, Morgan liked to keep its class size reasonably intimate; most of the sessions were discussion groups of under thirty students. Thus many of the classrooms were also small—kind of like a more welcoming version of a conference room, a single long table in the middle taking up most of the space. This room also had a nice big window letting in tons of light and a large whiteboard attached to one wall with various bits of film theory scribbled all over it.

			I remembered how it felt to enter one of these classrooms for the first time—that sense of promise, of possibility. Of good things to come.

			I took one of the two seats positioned at the head of the table—the one that was slightly to the left, hugging a corner. The more awkward seat. The TA seat.

			As the students filed in, shooting me curious looks, I felt a strange stab of longing. That reverse déjà vu again. What would this life have been like? I supposed there was no sense dwelling on it, so I made a show of pulling a sheaf of papers out of my bag, and tried to discreetly scan the faces of the students settling into their seats, looking for the one Provost Glennon had told me to talk to.

			Her name was Shelby Tran, and Aveda and I had scoured her social media, so we knew what she looked like (not to mention the fact that she was super into videos of pugs snoring). She was tall and athletically built, with broad shoulders and defined biceps and a shaggy mane of black hair that looked like she probably cut it herself. I didn’t see her sitting in class, though. Maybe she was out sick?

			Before I could ponder the mystery of Shelby Tran’s absence any further, the classroom door flew open and Richard and his ugly elbow-patch blazer barged through.

			I took a cleansing breath, and ordered myself to maintain a bright, inquisitive expression.

			“Hi,” I said, extending a hand. “I’m your new TA.”

			“Oh, hello,” he said, blinking those annoying blue eyes at me. “Professor Richard Covington—though I guess you already know that.” He didn’t recognize me, of course, thanks to my expertly glamoured face. I’d also asked Scott to give me perfectly manicured nails—my actual nails were pretty scraggly-looking and unkempt, especially since I’d taken to clenching my fists extra hard when I was stressed about being pregnant and trying to grin and bear it through everyone telling me how glowing I was. Which was kind of all the time.

			“Provost Glennon told me you’d be starting today,” Richard continued. “I thought it was a touch odd to have a new TA starting right in the middle of the semester, but . . .”

			He flashed me a charmingly apologetic smile, and I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. That was the same smile he always deployed to convince people that he was a bumbling professor—a bit hapless, just couldn’t help the fact that he was somehow accidentally sleeping with a large cross-section of faculty and grad students and, oh, had he forgotten to mention that?

			“Yes, I was thrilled they let me transfer in a few weeks late,” I finally managed, pasting a smile across my face. Ah, finally my frozen smile was coming in handy. “I’m Eliza. Eliza Takahashi.”

			“Ahhhh, Takahashi, Japanese,” he said, giving the name a bunch of weird inflections he probably imagined to be “authentic” in some way. “You’ll be of special help during my unit on Kurosawa, then! In the meantime, we’re currently studying popular speculative franchises of the modern era and why they resonate. We’re in the midst of an in-depth discussion of the Dusk series—do you know it?”

			“I do,” I said, trying not to let my face betray what I was actually thinking—which was, Good fucking god, how did I ever let this man touch me?

			I guessed my graduate school days were even more lonely and sad than I’d imagined. Poor Mouse Evie.

			“It’s that same old story: ordinary teenage girl has to choose between a fae prince and a dragon god, all while developing magic powers of her own,” he said, chuckling to himself. “Somehow it went from wildly successful YA series to even more wildly successful movie franchise. I know it’s populist trash, but I like to give these girls a bit of candy before I introduce them to the true masters of genre, like Tolkien.”

			My frozen rictus smile was so strained, my cheeks started to hurt. Yeah, I must have been really lonely.

			Luckily, the students were still chattering among themselves and setting up tablets and other note-taking devices, so they didn’t hear their own professor insulting them.

			“Good afternoon, class,” Richard said, raising his voice and clapping his hands together. I noticed he stayed standing rather than taking the seat I’d left open for him. The chatter quieted and everyone looked toward the head of the table. I scanned their faces again and finally saw Shelby Tran, sitting all the way at the other end. She’d hunched her tall frame so it was nearly bent in half, her upper body slumped over the notebook in front of her. I couldn’t tell if she was being extra studious or trying to hide the fact that she was exhausted. If it was the latter, I knew it was probably from getting up horrifically early to row crew rather than staying out late partying—Aveda and I had noticed a bunch of crew practice photos on her Instagram, most of them time-stamped in the realm of five a.m.

			“This is Eliza Takahashi, my new TA,” Richard continued, once again putting unnecessary emphasis on every single syllable of my fake last name. “She’s ready to jump right in on our discussion of Dusk.” He turned and gave me a broad wink, like he was referencing some hilarious inside joke.

			Once again, I had to resist the overpowering urge to roll my eyes. I fake-smiled extra hard and scribbled some fake notes on the papers in front of me. Yeesh. This whole undercover TA thing was going to be more of a challenge than I’d thought. Sure, I’d had a thoroughly annoyed reaction when I’d spied Richard across the courtyard at the reunion. But having to listen to his self-important blather . . .

			I breathed deeply and told myself to get it together. The mission was more important than my full-body irritation.

			Think of Julie, I told myself. She needs you—no matter what Provost Glennon says.

			“Look, I can’t lie, I love this series,” a girl with platinum hair, flawless brown skin, and dramatic swooping eyeliner said. “I know it has a classic love triangle setup, but the feelings are so real. I read it when I was thirteen and it made me feel like my own out-of-control hormones and emotions were, y’know, normal.”

			“Ah, yes, the love triangle,” Richard said, picking up a marker and writing with zeal on the whiteboard. I noticed his elbow patches somehow had chalk marks on them, even though I was pretty sure no one at the college had used actual chalk in at least two decades. “What do we think this trope signifies? Youthful indecision?”

			I tried to tune him out for a moment and focus on studying Shelby Tran. She was sitting next to the swoopy eyeliner girl, still hunched over her notebook, her shaggy hair falling around her like an unkempt curtain.

			According to the campus security report Provost Glennon had given to Aveda and me, Shelby had been crossing through the main courtyard in front of Morgan Hall when she’d seen a ghostly apparition—a woman driving a horse-drawn wagon. This was one of the oldest recurring ghosts at Morgan, and had been spotted by many students for the past century. But usually it was—as Bea’s ghost-hunting groups put it—a passive haunting, with the woman merely riding by and not acknowledging any humans. This time, she’d spotted Shelby, let out an unearthly moan, and attempted to chase after her. Shelby had managed to outrun the ghostly horses, but it was dark, and she’d ended up crashing into a tree. By that time, the ghost had vanished, and Shelby hightailed it back to her dorm. The whole encounter had left her understandably unsettled. And I needed to figure out a way to talk to her about it.

			“Professor Covington, why does the love triangle have to signify anything?” Swoopy Eyeliner’s latest observation cut through my thoughts. She cocked her head at Richard, giving him a genuinely curious look. “Why can’t it just be, you know . . .” She lowered her head, blushing a little. “. . . like, hot?”

			“Ah, but that is a trope, Pippa,” Richard said, jabbing the air with his marker. “Wish fulfillment is, in fact, one of the most overused tropes in this kind of fiction.”

			“Oh,” Pippa began, her face falling. “I didn’t realize, I just, um . . .”

			Watching her deflate pinged something in me—I could have been watching myself years ago, right after Richard dismissed another one of my theories.

			“Perhaps we could talk about tropes in general,” I piped up, giving Pippa an encouraging smile. “And why certain tropes might speak to us in stories, how they make stories powerful—why do you think you, for instance, find this particular love triangle hot?”

			“I don’t know if we really need to be delving into this tangent—” Richard began.

			“Why not?” I said, keeping that smile firmly pasted on my face. “This is a discussion group, isn’t it, Professor Covington?”

			“Hmm,” Pippa said, gnawing on her lower lip. “I guess . . . I mean, I’m brown like Sana, the main character, so seeing two people fight over her is just kind of awesome? I’ve never really seen myself as ‘desirable’ in most stories, you know?”

			“And seeing that on the page is powerful, yes?” I said, my smile turning more genuine.

			She nodded eagerly. “It really is, it’s so—”

			“Anyway,” Richard interrupted loudly—and Pippa deflated again. “Let’s get back into digging into the literary piece of this wish fulfillment trope—”

			“I don’t think Pippa was quite done talking, Professor,” I said, trying to keep my tone mild even as my irritation flared. God. His pompous dismissal took me right back to him mocking my paper topic. Him condescendingly implying I was bad at sex, and that was the reason I couldn’t have an orgasm when we were together. Him twisting my idea around and using it for his own lecture and acting like I should thank him for it.

			I took another cleansing breath.

			“Right, wish fulfillment,” Pippa said—but now she looked unsure, her eyeliner twitching as she screwed her face up, trying to follow that train of thought. “Ummm. Like, I wish I could have magic powers that might possibly destroy the earth and make my hair look fabulous at all times?”

			“That’s a good start,” I said, nodding at her. “But I meant in terms of what you were talking about before, women of color being seen as desirable in stories—”

			“Let’s talk about the elevated idea of desirability in this story,” Richard interrupted. “The idea that two of the most fantastical, powerful beings on the planet would be jostling to date someone who at least initially seems to be a fairly unremarkable teenage girl is a very classic kind of wish fulfillment—”

			“The character’s not unremarkable,” I said, struggling like mad to keep my building rage out of my voice. “As Pippa just said, she has earth-destroying capabilities—”

			“Not until the end of the second book,” Richard said, turning his condescending smile on me. “I’m sorry, Ms. Takahashi, have you actually read the course materials? Your grasp on these concepts seems a bit superficial—”

			“Oh, does it?” I hissed—then cleared my throat and forced that fake smile back on my face. “Then maybe we should let Pippa continue with her point, she’s obviously read the text—”

			“My point was: this wish fulfillment doesn’t serve a real literary purpose,” Richard barreled on. “It’s just there to make the reader feel like that could be her, too.”

			“Buuuut . . .” Pippa frowned, tapping her bright pink gel pen against her temple. “I gotta admit, I did enjoy thinking Sana could be me—because like I said, she’s brown and I never see brown girls get all the love like that. Isn’t part of the ‘literary purpose’ of this series pleasure—that we’re reading something we enjoy?”

			“Of course it is,” I said.

			Pippa gave me a small smile. “So maybe that’d be an interesting paper topic, huh? The idea of projecting yourself onto the text and who does and doesn’t get to do that—”

			“A fun fan theory,” Richard interrupted, waving his marker around. “But hardly an academic paper topic.”

			Pippa deflated again, shriveling in her seat. “I’m sorry. I must not be getting this. I just—”

			“It’s quite all right. But enjoyment of something doesn’t necessarily equal literary merit,” Richard said, his condescending smile widening as he pointed his marker at Pippa. I had a sudden visceral desire to snatch it out of his hand and deface his stupid elbow patches.

			“Pippa, perhaps you should listen more closely in class,” Richard continued. “It doesn’t seem like you’re quite understanding what we’re discussing here, which does not encompass these . . . these fan-type theories—”

			“Bull. Shit.”

			The voice cut through Richard’s speech so loudly and directly, it took me a few moments to realize it was my voice.

			That I’d said what I was thinking out loud. And that the entire class was now staring at me. Even Shelby Tran had looked up from her exhausted scribbling to study the upstart TA who had just totally interrupted a professor.

			“Interesting perspective, Ms. Takahashi,” Richard said, giving me what I’d previously thought was an encouraging smile—now I recognized it as dismissal. “Let’s move on to a discussion of tropes in general, and how they so often become clichés—”

			“Oh, please.” Again, the words just shot out of my mouth, and I couldn’t help it. He wasn’t listening. He’d bulldozed over a student who was just starting to form her own point of view, who was engaging in a meaningful and enthusiastic way with stories—and worse, he’d made her feel ignorant and small and basically humiliated her in front of the whole class.

			She wasn’t ready to stand up to him.

			But I was.

			“Ms. Takahashi, we’ve spent the last few sessions discussing the tired setup of this franchise and how it exemplifies some of the worst elements of genre storytelling,” Richard said, a pompous frown starting to poke through his charming professor façade. “If you have a counterpoint to make, then I’d suggest you save it for—”

			“Oh, you bet I have a counterpoint,” I said, jumping to my feet and facing him. “Just as soon as you stop interrupting people trying to have a discussion in a discussion group.” Anger was screaming through my bloodstream now and there was nothing I could do to stop it—and I was surprised to realize that I didn’t want to stop it. It felt like we were back in that long-ago classroom, him stealing and twisting my idea he’d dismissed. Only this time, I wasn’t shoving my anger down.

			I wasn’t Mouse Evie. Not anymore.

			“First of all, it’s perfectly fine to read or watch something because you enjoy it. In fact, it’s awesome.” I nodded at Pippa, who smiled back tentatively and sat up a little straighter in her seat. “Second, Professor, it’s pretty fascinating what you consider ‘tired tropes’ or clichés, since they all seem to have to do with female pleasure and enjoyment—while the things you do think contribute to literary greatness are, I’m sure, the same old stories about great white men having some kind of privileged internal crisis that the rest of us have had to endure for centuries.”

			Richard took a step back, shock crossing his face, and I felt a stab of triumph. I slammed my palms on the table and leaned forward, my raggedy fingernails scraping against the—

			Wait a minute. Why were my nails raggedy? I glanced down at them again and a skitter of nerves punctured my annoyance—my hands looked like . . . my hands. Not Eliza Takahashi’s, with her perfect pink nails.

			What the hell. What’s happening to my glamour?!

			“Say. That!” someone murmured, snapping me back to my annoyance at Richard.

			“Third,” I said, curling my nails against my palms and trying not to think about what might be happening to my face, “what you characterize as ‘wish fulfillment’ . . . well, why is wish fulfillment a bad thing, particularly for people who never get it? I mean, let’s just say it: particularly for women of color, who are at the center of the Dusk story. I think showing women of color experiencing any kind of joy is pretty revolutionary, actually.”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Shelby Tran nodding at me, looking up from her notebook-scribbling.

			“And finally, teenage girls are amazing—a teenage girl kicking ass with her magic powers and finding her place in the world and, dear god, having more than one person interested in asking her to prom is more believable than ninety percent of what you see in fiction. Especially all that old white man fiction you probably revere so fucking much.” I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at Richard and tried not to spiral into all the excuses I was going to need to leave class immediately and figure out what was happening with my glamour. “So maybe you could stop shaming your students for what they like and actually try to, I don’t know, teach them something?”

			Richard stared back at me, opening his mouth, then closing it. A heavy silence fell over the class, punctuated only by Pippa murmuring “Damn” under her breath.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Shelby Tran smiling slightly at me. I smiled back, then reached up to surreptitiously touch my hair—which definitely felt curlier than Eliza Takahashi’s.

			Shit. Fuck. Was I about to be exposed before Aveda and I even got started on our mission? I could just see Maisy’s headline now:

			City’s Beloved Superheroine Totally Bitches Out Esteemed Professor Over Whether Dragon-Fae Love Triangles Count as ‘Literature’

			“Well.” Richard broke the silence. His pseudo-charming smile was back in place, but it was clearly strained, fine lines spider-webbing their way around his blue eyes. “That’s a fascinating perspective, Ms. Takahashi, and I think we should leave the students to contemplate it for next time.” He turned his fake smile to the class. “You’re dismissed early—enjoy that late fall sunshine!”

			The students, needing no other encouragement to ditch the rest of what was clearly a class of questionable educational value, immediately broke into excited chatter and started to noisily pack up their things. I glanced back at Shelby, who was stuffing her notebook into a lumpy backpack. Maybe I could catch her on her way out, strike up a conversation. She’d seemed to dig my tirade against Richard, so maybe she’d be open to talking more.

			Except . . . if my glamour was wearing off, I probably shouldn’t approach her because she might recognize me. Then again, I clearly wasn’t getting invited back to this class, so when would I have another chance to talk to her?

			Argh. I curled my hands into fists, my raggedy-ass nails scraping against my palms.

			“Well,” I said, turning back to Richard, “obviously I’m fired. Or transferred to another class, whatever you do with unruly TAs. Sorry for debunking all your incredibly sexist theories about Dusk. Only actually not that sorry, because you’re an awful teacher.”

			And with that, I took off, weaving my way through the excited crowd of exiting students, trying to get eyes on Shelby. I saw her a little ways up ahead, her shaggy hair whipping around in the late afternoon breeze. The adrenaline that was already coursing through my veins kicked up a notch as I hurried to catch up with her.

			I had to admit: speaking up, laying into Richard like that, had felt incredibly good. Mouse Evie had been much too timid (and, okay, exhausted) to even think of disagreeing with a professor that way, especially in front of so many people. Sure, we’d had spirited discussions, but I’d usually let him win. I’d always seen him as so much wiser, so obviously more well read than I was. But watching him blather on in front of the class like that made me see that he’d pretty much always been a gigantic bag of hot air.

			I couldn’t help but wonder why Morgan College, supposedly so dedicated to educating young feminist minds, still employed him.

			I quickened my step, zig-zagging my way through the horde of students. I had almost caught up to Shelby when Pippa pushed past me and fell into step next to her.

			“What’s up, Shel, was that the wildest class or what?” Pippa hooted. “I kinda love that new TA.”

			“She’s all right,” Shelby said, her voice distracted.

			Hmph. I thought Shelby had been super into what I was saying, but maybe she’d just been excited to get out of class early.

			“Hopefully she’ll stick around, give that ol’ windbag some more back talk,” Pippa continued. “He made me feel like I totally didn’t know what I was talking about. But Cool TA thought I had some good points, I’m pretty sure.”

			“Yeah, she did,” I murmured.

			I slowed my pace, staying close enough to listen, but far enough away that I wouldn’t seem like I was following them and eavesdropping on their conversation. Maybe this was better than immediately trying to talk to Shelby directly, especially if I currently looked like myself. I could get a sense of what her life was like, find an in. I was already wondering if she was always this morose, or if this was an aftereffect of her encounter with the ghost.

			“So are you gonna go to that party tonight—the one in Mara Dash?” Pippa continued. “I hear it’s gonna be sick.”

			“I dunno,” Shelby said. “I have so much work to do, and I gotta get up early for crew practice.”

			“Try an experiment, Shel: pretend like you’re an actual college student,” Pippa crowed, throwing her arms around Shelby’s shoulders. “I’ll make sure you get to bed at a decent hour.”

			As they wandered off, Pippa still chattering in Shelby’s ear, I stopped and let them go. A party. Tonight. In the dorm Aveda and I were living in. That sounded like the perfect, organic opportunity to chat Shelby up. And if she proved to be standoffish, maybe her friend Pippa would help me talk to her—after all, Pippa kinda loved me. Er, loved Eliza Takahashi. Whatever.

			I nodded to myself, satisfied with my day of undercover TA-ing. I turned, preparing to make my way back to the dorm (and to figure out what the fuck was going on with my glamour), and nearly smacked into the tall, elbow-patched, thoroughly annoyed figure barreling in my direction.

			“Evie Tanaka,” Richard hissed, clamping a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t know how—but I know that’s you.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			“HE SAID WHAT? And you did what?” Aveda turned from the mirror she’d been using to scrutinize her dorm party outfit and goggled at me.

			“He knew it was me,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “Maybe it was because the glamour started to fade, or maybe it was the way I argued with him that pinged something. I don’t know.”

			“I can at least help you with the glamour part.” Scott gave me his easy, lopsided grin—he’d made the trip over to the East Bay for emergency glamour assistance and was now taking in our cramped little dorm room.

			By the time I’d gotten back to our room, my Eliza Takahashi façade had unraveled entirely. My hair was curly, my freckles had resurrected themselves, and my nails were back to their raggedy state. This was decidedly not great if Aveda and I wanted to maintain our cover, especially considering that Richard had recognized me as soon as the glamour started to unravel.

			“I’m still confused about how he recognized you,” Aveda said. “I know the glamour was unraveling, but it wasn’t totally gone. And you always said you didn’t argue with him that much when you two were together—you were Mouse Evie.”

			“I referenced certain things when I was fighting with him,” I mused. “Things that someone he’d just met wouldn’t necessarily know. The kinds of books he likes, the tropes he favors, the stuff he deems good writing or whatever. Maybe it was just enough to remind him of me—maybe what I said seemed weirdly intimate.” I couldn’t help but feel the same little flutter of satisfaction I’d gotten when I’d been arguing with him. In hindsight, it probably hadn’t been the smartest move, but I just couldn’t help it. When he’d shut down, interrupted, and dismissed Pippa over and over, when I’d seen her deflate, the rage had just poured out of me and I hadn’t been able to stop it.

			“And how did you get away from him?” Aveda asked.

			“I kept denying it, telling him he’d confused me with someone else. Predictably, he wouldn’t let it go—”

			“Ah, the kind of white man who’s convinced he’s right about everything, including other people’s lived experiences,” Aveda sniffed.

			“—until I gently reminded him that not all Asian people look alike,” I said, a smug grin playing across my lips.

			“Oh my god.” Aveda’s eyes widened. “Let me guess, he immediately pivoted to telling you how he’s not a racist, and is in fact quite woke, and then—”

			“He told me about that one time he visited Kyoto and tried to speak to me in Japanese,” I said.

			“I knew it!” Aveda shrieked—and we both dissolved into giggles.

			“Back to the glamour,” Scott said, giving us an amused look. “I’m so sorry, Evie, these are powered by a somewhat gentler magic than my usual tokens.” He scrutinized the glamour token in his hand, a round bit of wood about the size of a nickel. “Something about how that magic interacts with your body chemistry threw it off.”

			“Are you saying this is all because of my weirdo pregnant body?” I groaned. “Haven’t you ever glamoured a pregnant person before?”

			“Yeah,” Aveda said, looking indignant. “Next you’ll be telling me shit won’t work because I’m on my period or something.”

			“Not what I’m saying, Annie, my love,” he said, holding up his hands in surrender and chuckling a bit. “I have made glamour tokens for pregnant people before—I believe the issue here is that Evie isn’t just a pregnant person, she’s a pregnant superheroine. And her baby isn’t just part superheroine, it’s part demon. There’s a lot going on here that there’s absolutely no precedent for. Figuring out the magic component is going to require some experimentation.”

			“Well, great,” Aveda huffed. “Just make sure it works, please. Maintaining our cover is very important, here.”

			“Of course,” he said, giving her another disarming grin. And because Aveda could never stay irritated with him for long, she melted instantly, giving him a soft half-smile in return.

			“This one should be more stable,” Scott said, passing me a new glamour token. “The magic is stronger, and I tried to focus it on keeping up the illusion. But you might have to concentrate harder to maintain it—you’ll need to be more aware of the glamour. Call me immediately if you have any more problems.”

			“Will do,” I said, taking it from him and manufacturing one of my pasted-on smiles—even though all I could think was this was yet another thing for me to worry about.

			“And now I should probably go,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe you two are going to a dorm party. Should I tell Nate?” He’d meant for that to be teasing, but I stiffened, my smile becoming more fake.

			“Um. Maybe best not to,” I muttered.

			Scott’s easy grin dissolved. “Are you guys okay? He was in kind of a mood when he got back to HQ yesterday. Although sometimes with him, it’s hard to tell if that mood is actually a bad thing or just an extension of his usual self.”

			“We’re fine,” I said, mustering a fake smile that made my face hurt.

			“Anyway, back to the mission,” Aveda said, studying me intently. I’d passed out last night before I could fully fill her in on my fight with Nate—all she really knew was that our visit hadn’t ended super well. “I’d invite you to the party, Scott, but I need to be on tonight.” Her brows drew together, her expression morphing into one of intense determination. “And you’re much too distracting to me.”

			“I can stay for a little longer,” he said, cupping her face in his hands. “Distract you before your mission?”

			“Ahem,” I said, making a big show of clearing my throat as they leaned in for a kiss. “Can you guys distract each other outside, please? This dorm room is very small and I love that y’all are so in love, but I don’t need to be part of your love. In that way.”

			“We’ll go out to the car,” Aveda said, sticking her tongue out at me. “I know you’re probably due for your seventh mid-day nap anyway. Or I guess this would be the early evening nap?”

			“True, true,” I said, trying and failing to suppress a mighty yawn.

			“Then I’ll leave you to that,” Aveda said. “But you know, Evie, as college roomies, we really need to think of some kind of signal for when one of us is using this room for sex purposes. I’m thinking the classic scrunchie on the door—”

			“Whoa, whoa,” I said, laughing through my next yawn. “I’m not sure that’s what the kids are doing these days, but where did you learn about the classic scrunchie on the door?”

			“I overheard some of my fellow students talking about it!” she said, flipping her ponytail over her shoulder. “And I want to fit in with them—for undercover purposes.”

			“Riiiiiight,” I said, still laughing. “All right, scrunchie on the door, you got it. Bye, Scott.”

			He waved to me as Aveda dragged him out of the room. I shook my head, letting my head flop back onto the pillow. I was suddenly so tired. But as I drifted off, Scott’s words floated through my head:

			She’s a pregnant superheroine.

			Her baby is part demon.

			There’s a lot going on here that there’s absolutely no precedent for.

			I was glad Nate hadn’t been here to hear that—it would have made him worry even more. I checked my phone, half hoping to see a text from him. But there was nothing. And before I knew what was happening, I was asleep.
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			I was awakened by Aveda gently shaking my shoulder.

			“Mmm,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “What time is it?”

			“Only about an hour since I left you here. We have plenty of time to get ready,” she said, grinning at me. Her cheeks were flushed, her potential dorm party outfit looked rumpled, and her previously pristine ponytail was askew.

			“Did you just have sex in Scott’s car?” I yawned, sitting up and running a hand through my tangled hair.

			“I sure did!” she sang out, dancing across the threadbare carpet and over to the mirror. “We almost got caught twice by people wandering by—totally hot.”

			“You are truly embracing this wild college lifestyle,” I said, laughing a little.

			“Did you ever do that when you were here?” She waggled her eyebrows at me. “Was Richard a fan of semi-public copulation?”

			“Most definitely not,” I snorted. “He was so paranoid about keeping his professor gig. It’s always been extremely important to him—getting caught having car sex would have been a blemish on his reputation—”

			“Getting caught having car sex with a student,” Aveda interjected. “That would have been more than a mere ‘blemish,’ I think.”

			“I guess now I can see why it was important to him—lording his terrible opinions over his students is the one thing that makes him feel superior and manly-like,” I mused. “Any affection had to be confined to where people wouldn’t see us—which is one reason coming across him in the library like that was such a surprise.”

			“Hmm.” Aveda made a big show of adjusting her ponytail in the mirror. “Isn’t it funny, Evelyn, that you claimed I’d be the one to lose it on Richard? But it was you.”

			“I know, I know,” I groaned, covering my face. “I had more pent-up rage than I realized. But yeah, I’m super embarrassed that I couldn’t get through a whole class without nearly blowing our cover. That doesn’t bode well for us accomplishing our mission.”

			“Nonsense,” Aveda said, crossing the room and flopping next to me on the bed. “I’m proud of you. You took down that pompous asshole, showed all those students they don’t need to listen to him, and you managed to get us a solid lead with the dorm party, where you can finally talk to Shelby Tran. That’s some top-notch superheroine detective work, Evie. You’re like—who are those British murder show ladies Lucy loves so much? Smart and Ailey?”

			“Scott and Bailey,” I said, giggling again.

			Aveda grinned at me, pulling herself into a sitting position. “This is nice.”

			“What, us hanging out together?” I teased. “Don’t we do that all the time? Isn’t that basically our life at this point?”

			“Yes,” she said, rolling her eyes at me. “But I meant, it’s fun to hang out like this. Like we’re just two carefree college girls, getting ready for a party. I don’t think either of us ever got to be that, you know? I became Aveda Jupiter as soon as we got our powers, dedicated my entire life to that. And you . . .” Her gaze softened, and she reached over to brush my unkempt tangle of curls off my face. “You had so many responsibilities after your dad left. More than you should have.”

			“Yeah, but presumably I could have gone to more dorm parties when I was an undergrad,” I said, propping my head up on my elbow and studying Aveda’s Heroic Trio poster. “It just never really seemed like my thing. And then Mom got sick and I moved home and . . . well. Anyway.” My gaze wandered over Michelle Yeoh’s fabulous mane of hair, blowing in the wind. “I did actually go to one dorm party when I was here at Morgan. Richard and I stayed late grading papers and Bea had gotten in trouble at school that week, and I was just so stressed and exhausted . . .”

			I paused and shook my head, remembering that bone-deep feeling of tiredness, the way every inch of my brain had screamed at me for a break—just one fucking break. “I heard it happening as I was walking across campus to my car. Passed by the dorm and there was all this laughing and music blasting and people having fun. I poked my head in. Accepted one drink. Ended up getting drunk off my ass.”

			“Sounds like a good time,” Aveda murmured.

			“It was, in the moment. I also remember stumbling across campus after, knocking on Richard’s door, and trying to seduce him.”

			“What!” Aveda shrieked, punching me in the arm.

			“Ow!” I yelped, batting her hand. “Can you not? I haven’t developed those biceps of steel yet.”

			“Nor will you ever, given your current nonexistent workout routine,” Aveda sniffed. “I just didn’t realize Mouse Evie was so hornt up.”

			“She kind of wasn’t,” I said. “But I think she kept hoping that sex with Richard would somehow magically get better the more we did it. Or maybe she just didn’t realize it was bad—remember, my only other sexual experience at that point was with Scott during prom, and it was not good. I don’t think I quite realized that I was supposed to enjoy myself, you know? Anyway, he just wrinkled his nose and told me to come back when I wasn’t so sloppy.”

			“Ugh,” Aveda said. “He just keeps getting worse and worse with every story you tell.”

			“I called a cab I couldn’t afford,” I remembered. “All the way back to the city. I felt so humiliated. And when I got home . . .” I hesitated, and was surprised to feel my throat tighten. I forged on, focusing on Michelle and her amazing hair for strength. “Bea was curled up in the tiniest little ball in my bed. She had a hundred and two degree fever.”

			It was shocking how quickly the feelings I’d had in that moment came flooding back: the sickly heat of Bea’s skin when I’d pressed a hand to her forehead, the sudden sensation of the walls closing in, the toxic bubble of guilt that threatened to overwhelm me. I’d managed to get my baby sister to the hospital, where she’d stayed for three days with a severe case of that year’s flu. I’d fallen way behind on my schoolwork, but I didn’t care—I just wanted her to be okay.

			“Evie.” Aveda touched my hand. “I remember this a little—Bea being in the hospital and such. When I asked if you needed anything, if you wanted me to come be with you . . . you said no. That everything was fine. But it wasn’t fine, was it?”

			“No, I guess it wasn’t,” I said, my gaze drifting away from Michelle. “But at that point in my life, I was so focused on keeping anything I was feeling on total lockdown, and on just getting through the day without letting on how hard it was. I don’t think I even admitted to myself how hard it was.” I turned and smiled at her. “And anyway, you and I weren’t quite in the place of trust that we are now.”

			“True,” Aveda said, studying my face. “But this is convincing me even more that you should take this opportunity to do all the stuff you never got to do. Like enjoy yourself at a freaking dorm party.”

			“You mean we should rage all night and spend the next day skipping class and going all in on the big, greasy breakfast hangover cure?” I rested a hand on my stomach. “I don’t think I can do that right now.”

			“Okay, maybe not exactly that.” Aveda squeezed my hand. “But we can at least have fun, no?” She grinned at me, a mischievous smile playing over her lips. “You should call Nate. I know he made it through med school, but I don’t think he had the most fun college experience either, being on the run from his evil demon mom and all. Maybe the two of you could have fun together.”

			I shook my head. “I don’t—”

			“I mean sex,” Aveda said.

			“I got that. I just meant . . .” I frowned, staring into space. “We’re not communicating very well at the moment.”

			“You mentioned that you had a fight last night,” Aveda said. “But maybe that would be a good way to make up? What were you fighting about, anyway?”

			“I . . .” I trailed off, trying not to let the frustration I’d felt the night before overwhelm me. “He wanted me to come back to HQ with him, give up on the mission and let you do it yourself. He’s worried about me—my health. But also . . .” I curled my raggedy nails against my palms. “He thinks Shasta might be back.”

			“What?!” Aveda shook her head at me. “Why?”

			“A combination of underground chatter and some dreams he’s been having,” I said. “I don’t know. I . . . I hate seeing him like this. I hate that he’s worried. But I feel like he’s smothering me right now, and I don’t know how to convince him that I’m really, really fine. Anyway. I think it’s better for us to make this a girls’ night.”

			“In the midst of our Slot and Kayley superheroine detective work,” Aveda said, studying me. I could tell there was something she wasn’t quite saying—but she was trying to let it go.

			“Scott and Bailey,” I corrected, happy to change the subject. “But speaking of detective work, what’s our plan for tonight? I’m going to try to casually talk to Shelby, building on our obvious mutual disdain for Richard and all the meaningful eye contact we made during class.”

			“Perfect,” Aveda said, nodding. “Meanwhile, I’ll be trying to speak to one Tess Gonzalez, the Bio student I was trying to track down today—they weren’t in class, but they do live in Mara Dash, so I’m hoping they’ll be there tonight.”

			“You’ll have to drink enough for both of us,” I said, pushing off from the bed and getting to my feet. “Since I can’t partake right now.” I stood in front of the mirror, considering my reflection. Aveda joined me, resting her arm on my shoulder and leaning against me.

			After chatting with a few of our dorm neighbors, we’d concluded that tonight’s dorm party dress code was casual and comfy, but a step up from wearing actual pajamas. Aveda had taken it upon herself to customize a pair of oversized Morgan College t-shirts for us, chopping off the sleeves and cutting out the necklines so they fell a bit off our shoulders, Flashdance style. We’d paired the shirts with black leggings and sneakers. I was wearing my usual beat-up pair of Chuck Taylors. Aveda, who didn’t really do sneakers unless she was exercising, had purchased a brand-new pair. They were white, pristine, and looked like she’d worn them right out of the store.

			“I appreciate your dedication to our undercover disguises,” I said, cocking an eyebrow at her reflection in the mirror. “But you might want to dirty those shoes up before the party—you know, to look like you’ve actually worn sneakers before. Ever. In your life.”

			“Hmm . . .” Aveda’s brow crinkled as she looked down at her feet. “You’re probably right. I think I saw a big ol’ patch of mud outside, next to the top of the hill. Maybe I’ll pay that a little visit before the party.”

			I couldn’t help but grin, picturing Aveda Jupiter stomping through the mud, face screwed into a look of grim determination.

			“Our jobs are pretty ridiculous sometimes,” Aveda said.

			She linked her arm through mine, resting her head on my shoulder. For a moment, we did look like carefree college girls, getting ready for a party. About to have the time of our lives, nothing else to worry about.

			A surprising swell of warmth rose in my chest.

			“Our jobs are ridiculous,” I said. “But there’s no one I’d rather do this with.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			AFTER AVEDA MUDDIED her shoes to the desired level of griminess, we made our way to the party. I’d only been to the one dorm party in my entire life, so the scene gave me that reverse déjà vu—the sense I was somehow experiencing a version of my life that never quite played out.

			The party was in the big TV/rec room in the dorm’s basement, a dark, dusty space with a pair of beat-up slouchy couches that had been pushed into opposite corners. Aveda and I had of course arrived unfashionably early, so girls were just starting to filter in, plopping themselves on the couches and hanging awkwardly in the wide open space of the room, not quite ready to start dancing (or whatever kids did these days at dorm parties).

			The back of the room was dominated by the bar setup, a pair of long tables squished together and covered by what appeared to be someone’s flowered sheets. Plastic cups and buckets of ice sat at one end, and the middle was taken up by an eclectic collection of alcohol that had obviously been purchased for its extremely desirable low price point. I didn’t think I’d ever seen so many screw-top wine bottles in one place. A passing attempt had been made at Halloween decorations, tiny confetti shaped like witches’ hats dotting the tablecloth.

			But the end of the bar was clearly the main event: it featured two gigantic crystal punch bowls (which, upon closer inspection, revealed themselves to be made of plastic and still sporting stickers from the ninety-nine cent store) filled to the brim with a liquid so violently bright pink, it practically glowed under the dim basement lighting.

			“Wow, that looks like some very special punch,” I said. “I’m guessing it’s one part Kool-Aid, ninety-nine parts alcohol.”

			“Ooh,” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing shrewdly. “I better sample some—sounds like a true collegiate experience.”

			“And one you’ll need to have without me. Since I can’t drink at the moment.”

			“Let’s go chat up the bartender.” Aveda nodded toward the girl behind the bar. She was short and slight, clad in a cute blue fit-and-flare dress that had a vintage vibe to it—our friend Shruti, who owned a fabulous boutique, would be able to tell me the exact era. The bottom of her hair was curled in a little flip and she’d finished the look off with a blue headband that matched her dress. She was looking out at the partygoers with a bright, inquisitive expression, like she really wanted you to ask her for more details on the punch. “Bartenders always know what’s up, yes?” Aveda continued. “Perhaps she can help us get the lay of the land—and maybe she can help me find Tess.”

			She gave an authoritative nod, then straightened her ponytail and marched toward the bar.

			I shook my head and followed her, hiding my smile. Even though she was undercover, even though she was wearing muddy Chuck Taylors and Angelica Chin’s face . . . Aveda couldn’t help but look nothing less than Extremely Aveda Jupiter. She was on a mission, and she meant to accomplish it. I tried to make my walk more casual, more loping, more college student-like.

			“Greetings,” Aveda said, giving the perky girl behind the bar a big smile and an overly grand wave. “Your punch looks excellent—the color is so vibrant! And we were wondering if you would be so kind as to pour us two glasses.”

			“Just one glass of the punch, I don’t drink—I’ll take a Coke,” I said, stifling a full-on laugh. Aveda was currently evoking that meme with Steve Buscemi toting a skateboard and greeting some teenagers with an overly casual “How do you do, fellow kids?”

			“We have both alcoholic and non-alcoholic versions,” the bartender said brightly, gesturing to the two punch bowls. Her eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. “Would you like one of each?”

			“Would we ever,” Aveda said, beaming even harder. “And we thank you so very much for that. We were wondering: you being the bartender, you must know everything about everything. And everyone.”

			“I know a fair bit,” Perky Bartender said, grabbing two plastic cups with gusto. “Who are you wondering about? Do you have . . . a crush?” She gave Aveda a conspiratorial wink.

			“Mmm, not exactly,” Aveda said, her eyes darting back and forth. “More like, an, um . . . curiosity. There’s this fellow student who everyone, I mean everyone, says I would be total best friends with, but we seem to keep missing each other. Tess Gonzalez?”

			“Ah, Tess!” Perky Bartender said, filling our cups. “They’re real swell.”

			“Are they here, then?” Aveda asked, turning to scan the room.

			“Ahhh . . .” Perky Bartender’s expression dimmed a bit. “I think they went . . .” The bartender gestured vaguely with one of the cups. “. . . somewhere around here.”

			“Oh,” Aveda said. “Do you have any idea where around here? And can you tell me what they look like? I keep hearing about them, but they don’t seem to have any social media that shows their actual face . . .”

			“Hmm, they’re hard to describe. They have like . . .” Perky Bartender waved a hand around her head. “. . . hair?”

			“Wonderful,” Aveda said through gritted teeth. I could tell Perky Bartender was trying her patience. “That helps so much.”

			“Who are Tess’s friends?” I asked, looking for another way in. “Maybe they can help us find them.”

			“Over there,” Perky Bartender said, making another vague hand gesture toward the couch on the far right side of the room. “Wait, who’s over there?” She squinted in the couch’s direction. “Yes, them. They should be able to help you.” She handed us the two cups, then reinstated her big, perky smile. “Tips are appreciated.”

			“Uh, right,” I said, fishing around in my leggings pocket.

			Aveda was giving Perky Bartender a murderous look—the kind that meant she definitely had some tips in mind, and none of them involved money.

			I dropped a few dollars in the jar next to the two punch bowls, then swept Aveda away before she could start giving Perky Bartender some unsolicited advice about how to be helpful when you’re unwittingly questioned by two undercover superheroines trying to fit in with “the kids.”

			“She was useless,” Aveda said, taking a big gulp of her punch. “Although this is as delicious as promised.” Her eyes widened as she stared into the cup’s hot pink depths. “I wonder what’s in it. It’s so sweet and fruity, I can barely taste any alcohol.”

			“That’s how you get fucked up,” I said, taking a sip of my non-alcoholic version. Bright, artificial flavors exploded on my tongue—it was the taste equivalent of getting sprayed by a particularly aggressive confetti cannon. “This is pretty good, though. And the bartender was a little odd, but she did give us one tip—we should go talk to Tess’s friends.” I nodded toward the couch on the right side, my gaze scanning the room. It was really filling up now, the students’ voices getting louder as they drank more punch.

			One girl in particular caught my eye: Shelby Tran, slumped on the couch on the left side of the room. She had a plastic cup of punch clutched in her hand, but didn’t seem to be drinking it, choosing instead to stare morosely into space as Pippa sat next to her, chattering her ear off.

			“There’s Shelby,” I said, nodding toward the girls. “Want to split up, see if we can get double the info?”

			“I’ll drink to that,” Aveda said, clinking her plastic cup against mine. “But try to loosen up a little, Evie, you seemed kind of stiff back there.”

			“I seemed stiff?” I hooted. “You sounded like a bad acting extra on Downton Abbey.”

			“I’m crafting a persona,” she insisted, drawing herself up tall. “College Girl Angelica.”

			“College Girl Angelica needs to work on this whole undercover thing,” I said, rolling my eyes at her. “Meet you back at the bar?”

			“Work, work,” Aveda sang, trying to do a little “Schuyler Sisters.”

			I grinned at her and took off toward Shelby Tran.

			“—and it’s just so tragic,” Pippa was saying, throwing her arms out dramatically. Punch sloshed over the rim of the cup she was holding, splashing on Shelby’s jeans. “I mean, Shel, why do you have to get up so early for crew? You can’t go to bed yet, you just can’t, you’re my ride-or-die—”

			“Thinking about turning in already?” I said, casually plopping myself down next to them.

			“This one is,” Pippa said, jerking her thumb at Shelby. “I’m trying to convince her not to wet blanket herself out of a truly awesome party. We have to start training now if we want to have the best time ever at this year’s Halloween Courtyard Bash.” She nudged Shelby, then turned to me, sizing me up. “Hey, you’re the new TA, right—Ms. Takahashi?”

			“Eliza, please,” I said. Pippa was wearing a row of studded bangle bracelets, and they jangled as we shook hands. “And I don’t know that I’ll be returning to class as your TA after the, ah, discussion today.”

			“That was fire,” Pippa said, flashing me a grin. “I’m Pippa, and this is Shelby—I guess you already know that. But now we’re formally meeting, yay! And a lot of us have been waiting for someone to tell Professor Covington his discourse on media aimed at young women is hot garbage. He always makes me feel unsure of myself, you know? I thought . . .” She frowned. “I thought maybe Julie would be the one to go off on him. But I guess she’s more of the ‘seethe silently’ type.”

			“Wait, Julie—Julie Vũ?” I said, my ears perking up. “She was in that class?”

			“Yeah.” Pippa swigged some punch and gave me a quizzical look. “She’s a Film Studies major—it’s like a sub-category of the bigger Pop Culture Studies major? How do you know Julie? You just transferred in here, yeah? I was saying to Shel, I don’t think I’ve seen you around. Although sometimes the grad students like to keep to themselves—no time to party with us lowly undergrads.” She elbowed Shelby in the ribs. Shelby just stared at her drink.

			“I did just transfer in,” I said, thinking fast. “But I heard about Julie leaving. Professor Covington informed me his class was down a student, and that she’d withdrawn for the rest of the year. What happened to her?”

			Man, the lies were just rolling off my tongue. Richard had informed me of no such thing. I took a big gulp of the confetti cannon punch.

			“Actually, I’m not sure.” Pippa pursed her lips and fiddled with one of her bangles. “I honestly don’t know her super well, but one day she was there, and the next day . . . she wasn’t.”

			“Does she have any friends who might know?” I pressed. “From the way Professor Covington described her, she seemed very serious about her studies. I’d like to encourage her in that.”

			“Man, you’re a really dedicated TA!” Pippa beamed at me. “Nah, Julie doesn’t really have any friends that I know of. She kept to herself. I think she has a younger sister and they live together off-campus, but that’s about it.”

			“Really? No other family?” Provost Glennon had told me Julie and “her family” wanted to put all this behind them. Was that part of some elaborate story she’d concocted about Julie’s departure from Morgan?

			“Not that I know of,” Pippa said, her expression turning curious. “But like I said, I don’t know her super well.”

			Damn. Now I was sounding a little too much like an investigator. I needed to get back into casual mode. I’d try to return to the subject of Julie later, in a more organic way.

			“So, what else should I know about Morgan?” I said, pasting on a big smile. “Any other d-bag professors, besides Professor Covington? Any school urban legends?”

			“Covington is the biggest d-bag, though not everyone thinks so,” Pippa said, her face turning contemplative. “Some folks find his opinions, you know, cutting edge or whatever. Provost Glennon loves his shit, for some reason.” She gave an exasperated shrug. “But otherwise, all the profs are pretty cool. The only other one you should avoid being assigned to is Leonora Quinn. She’s the head of the Ethnic Studies department.”

			“And that’s a bad thing?” I said, trying to work out her look of disdain.

			“She’s white.” Pippa rolled her eyes. “A white professor who’s the head of Ethnic Studies?” She gave Shelby an “am I right?” look and Shelby actually smiled a little.

			“That does bring up a lot of questions for me,” I said, grinning at her.

			“And as for school legends . . .” Pippa took a swig of her drink, her bangle bracelets jangling. “I mean. Shelby had an up close and personal encounter with one just last week, didn’t you, Shel?”

			I straightened in my seat, sipping the non-alcoholic punch and trying to look interested, but not too interested. This was what I’d been hoping for.

			Shelby’s smile fell and she stiffened, clearly uncomfortable. “Yeah,” she muttered.

			“She saw one of the campus ghosts,” Pippa squealed, pumping a fist in the air. “And we’ve got a lot of them.”

			“Ooh, tell me more,” I said, attempting to relax my face into an expression that was eager and open. “I love ghost stories.”

			“There’s not much to tell.” Shelby shrugged and frowned into her cup. “I saw one, I ran from it, I accidentally crashed into a tree. It wasn’t very fun, honestly.”

			“Oh my god, you’re such a spoilsport,” Pippa said, thwacking Shelby in the arm with her nearly empty cup. Her bracelets clanged together so violently, Shelby winced. “Entertain our cool TA, Shel! We want her to be our friend, we should be explaining to her how Morgan is way more awesome than stupid-ass Professor Covington makes it seem.”

			“Why are you poking at me?” Shelby growled, nudging Pippa away from her. “I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

			“But talking about it might help you,” Pippa exclaimed. “Girl, you keep too much inside! You gotta let loose and tell people how you feel, otherwise . . .”

			“Otherwise what?!” Shelby spat out. “I’m not like you, Pippa, I don’t feel the need to share every single thought that comes into my head.”

			“I. Do. Not!” Pippa shrieked, socking Shelby in the arm to emphasize every syllable. “I’m just more freeeeee than you!” She swept out her arm, punch sloshing over the rim of her cup again. One of her bracelets nearly flew off her wrist. Her speech was becoming looser, her gestures sloppier. The punch was definitely taking effect.

			“Are you really wasted off of one cup of punch?” Shelby said, shaking her head. “Pips, come on. You should start drinking water now.”

			“Bleah, way to be absolutely no fun, Shelby,” Pippa said, sticking her tongue out. She stumbled to her feet, waving her cup around. “Nice to officially meet you, El . . . Elish . . . Cool TA.” She gave me a big smile, then took a dramatic gulp of her punch. “Welp. I am feeling good. Off to finally tell Natalie David I’ve been totally in love with her for the past two years!”

			“What the . . .” Shelby shook her head as Pippa stumbled off. “For real? Pips has been going out of her way to not tell Natalie David that. It’s the only time I’ve seen her hold a feeling inside instead of just blurting it out to whoever happens to be in earshot. She keeps saying the moment has to be exactly right.” Shelby frowned at her cup again. “This punch must be really strong.”

			“I also have a best friend with a, uh, big personality.” I gave her a smile of solidarity. “Sometimes it’s hard for her to understand why I don’t want to do things exactly the way she does them—or the way she thinks I should be doing them.”

			“Yeah?” For the first time, Shelby looked at me with genuine interest. “I love Pips. I’m new here, and she’s the first person who really went out of her way to make friends with me.”

			“You’re new here too?” I said, seizing on another tidbit we had in common.

			“Transferred in at the beginning of the semester,” Shelby said. She studied me, her gaze unreadable. “I didn’t know they let people come in mid-semester, though.”

			“I think there are different rules for grad students,” I said with a hand wave. I quickly checked my nails—still pristine. Eliza Takahashi’s nails. I breathed deeply, trying to remain aware of the glamour like Scott had instructed. “Anyway, Pippa seems really sweet—I think she wants you to feel like you can confide in her, tell her what’s bothering you.”

			“I know, I know,” Shelby said, tipping her head back against the couch and frowning at the ceiling. “She means well. But that ghost thing, it was just so . . .”

			“So . . . what?” I said, my tone as gentle and non-intrusive as possible.

			Shelby lifted her head and studied me, her gaze once again unreadable. I took another sip of my fruity drink and ordered myself not to squirm under this girl’s uncomfortably direct stare. There was something so . . . still about her. Something that seemed to indicate she was feeling way more than she let on, holding everything inside so tightly, afraid to let even a little bit come spilling out.

			Hmm. I could relate.

			Shelby finally stopped staring at me for a moment and took a drink, then trained her gaze on me again. This time, though, her eyes looked more dreamy, a bit less focused. Maybe she was getting a little drunk as well?

			“The ghost,” she said. “It . . . talked to me.”

			“It said something?” Huh. The campus security report had described the ghost wailing at Shelby, but there’d been no mention of it saying actual words.

			“Yeah . . .” She nodded vehemently and took another hefty gulp of punch. “I was walking across the courtyard in front of Morgan Hall, and it was so early in the morning. The grass was wet, but I love walking through that courtyard, it helps me clear my head after crew practice. I love hearing the bell tower right at seven—it feels like no one else in the world is awake, except for me. And sometimes all that wet grass under my feet wakes me up even more.” She smiled slightly. Her gaze had gone even dreamier, like she was talking more to herself than to me. “I’d heard of that ghost, of course—it’s one of the oldest known ghosts at Morgan,” she continued. “I’d never seen it before, but I knew immediately what it was. I mean, this bluish glowing woman in oldey-timey garb zooming her horse-drawn wagon across campus, what else could it be? And then . . .” She trailed off, frowning into her cup. And paused for an uncomfortably long time.

			“It saw you?” I prompted.

			“Yes!” she exclaimed, her head snapping up. She trained her dreamy gaze on me. Her words were starting to slur together a bit. “Our eyes met, and she got this . . . look. Like she hated me more than anything in the whole entire world.” Shelby shuddered, cradling her cup against her chest. “And then she charged. She and her horses and wagon were barreling straight toward me. My instincts took over and I bolted.”

			She lapsed into silence again, her attention turning back to her cup.

			“And you said the ghost talked to you?”

			“It did.” Shelby’s eyes widened. “At first, it was this inhuman kind of wail, like it was screaming at me. No words. But then . . .” Her head listed to the side, her frown deepening. “It said . . .”

			I leaned in closer, waiting. I stared at her so hard, her features started to blur . . . wait a minute. I shook my head. Everything was soft around the edges, like someone had smeared Vaseline over my vision. Was this punch affecting me, too? How was that possible? I’d taken the non-alcoholic version . . . hadn’t I?

			I snuck a glance at Aveda across the room to see if she was looking at all sober. Maybe our cups had gotten switched. Her head was thrown back and she was laughing uproariously, her cheeks flushed bright red.

			Well, that answered that—Aveda always got a full-on Asian flush when she drank, something not even Scott’s most advanced glamours could hide. I reached up to touch my own face. My cheek was definitely warmer than usual. Perhaps the non-alcoholic punch had some sort of . . . fake alcohol? Or extra sugar? Something that simulated a buzz?

			I shook my head, trying to lose the wonky feeling overtaking me, and refocused on Shelby. She’d trailed off and was staring into space, swirling the last few drops of punch around in her cup.

			“What did the ghost say?” I prompted.

			She turned to me. Her face was flushed too, but her eyes were still dreamy.

			“It told me my worries about transferring to a new school were exactly right,” she said. “That I was destined to fail here and I should quit while I’m ahead. Those were things I’d thought to myself—nearly word for word—but I’d never actually said them to anybody. It was like the ghost read my mind or something. I was so freaked out, I wasn’t looking where I was going and ran directly into that tree.” She trailed off again and stared straight ahead. “I . . . I don’t know why I just said all that. I haven’t wanted to talk about that with anyone, not even Pips. So why did I just tell you—”

			“Sheeeeeeel . . . ohmygod, Shel!”

			Shelby and I whipped around in unison to see Pippa waving wildly from the other side of the room, where she seemed to be engaged in a full-on make-out session with a girl sporting hip clunky glasses and a shaved head. Natalie David, I presumed.

			“Shelby!” Pippa shrieked, pointing at Natalie—who didn’t seem to care since her face remained thoroughly buried in Pippa’s neck. “Look, I told her! I told her I’m in love with her annnnnnd—” She was cut off by Natalie David’s lips connecting with hers.

			“Oh god,” Shelby muttered. “I better go break that up or it’s going to end in utter disaster—which I’ll have to clean up tomorrow.”

			“Really? It looks like they’re getting along pretty well.” In fact, it looked like they were trying to eat each other’s faces off—“pretty well” was an understatement.

			“That’s always the beginning stage with Pips,” Shelby said, downing the rest of her punch. “Right before everything devolves. Trust me. See ya later, Eliza.”

			“Later,” I said, but she was already bounding to the other side of the room, ready to save Pippa from whatever disaster was about to unfold.

			I leaned back against the couch and took a sip of my drink, staring into its fluorescent depths.

			“Elizaaaaaa!” Aveda—who had moved beyond merely flushed, and was now red as a fire engine—plopped herself next to me on the couch with a resounding whump. “Having a good time?!” she bellowed in my ear. “Because I am!”

			“Awesome,” I said, wincing a little. “Did you find Tess?”

			“Nooooo,” she slurred out, frowning at her nearly empty cup. “They are most definitely not here. I talked to their friends . . .” Aveda gestured to the couch across the room, and a gaggle of students raised their cups to her. “But none of them know where they are—I don’t think Tess made it to the party, actually.”

			“Okay,” I said, turning that bit of non-information over in my mind. “Did Tess’s friends have any intel about the haunting they experienced? You were talking to them for quite a while.”

			Aveda’s eyebrows drew together. “No. But they sure wanted to tell me all their other problems. I got detailed insight on Nafiza’s beef with everyone else on the swim team—apparently she’s an oversleeper and they won’t even hold the bus for a second before meets. And Kit over there, they’re having issues with their girlfriend’s family, but they can’t actually bring themselves to talk to their girlfriend about it. And Yumi . . .” Aveda stopped and frowned. “Huh. Kinda weird how they all just confided in me, eh? I guess I’m really getting the hang of the college thing. Or I must have one of those faces.” She gave me a sloppy, drunken smile.

			I snorted. “You do not have one of those faces. You have a face that, like, demands your orders be followed. Not a face that inspires strangers to spill their most intimate secrets, which—”

			“God, Eliza.” Aveda gave me a reproving look. “What’s with the sudden verbal essay on what my face looks like? Usually you have a freaking filter.”

			“I . . .” I stared back at my drink. I did suddenly feel like vocalizing whatever happened to be in my head, letting all my thoughts spill out, no matter what they were. I turned to the party chaos, my brain hazily taking in the scene.

			It looked like Shelby had broken up the Pippa/Natalie kiss-fest, and now Pippa was speaking to her very emphatically, gesturing all over the place. Over by the bar, two students were sobbing inconsolably as another tried to comfort them. And in the middle of the dance floor, yet another declaration of long pent-up love seemed to be happening, one girl on her knees and speechifying to another.

			“Wow,” I murmured. “This party is wild.”

			Aveda gazed out at the party, sizing everyone up. “There does seem to be a metric fuckton of drama happening. I guess that means we’re getting the full experience! Was the other dorm party you went to like this?”

			“It seemed more sedate,” I admitted. “Although I don’t totally remember it, thanks to the whole being drunk off my ass thing.”

			“Maybe we should talk to the bartender again, get her take,” Aveda said.

			We both turned to the bar—but our friend the Perky Bartender appeared to have left her post. There was no one there now.

			“Guh,” Aveda said. “Somehow even more unhelpful in her absence.”

			“What?” In spite of myself, I giggled. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

			“Of course it does,” Aveda said, straightening her spine and attempting to give me one of her imperious looks. “Because, like . . . she was unhelpful before, but now she’s extra unhelpful in her absence, because she’s not even here . . .”

			“But you said ‘somehow,’” I countered, jabbing her in the arm with my index finger. “If that’s the logical conclusion, then there should be no ‘somehow.’ ‘Somehow’ confuses your whole ideol . . . ideolooooooogy.” I’d been trying to say that last word extra carefully, but it just came out extra long. I shook my head, trying to clear the muddled fogginess that seemed to have descended over me.

			“Oh my god,” Aveda said, her eyes widening. “Are you somehow wasted after drinking non-alcoholic punch? God, Eliza, you’re such a lightweight! Does that mean your baby’s wasted, too?!”

			She leaned down and tapped gently on my stomach. “Hello?” she whispered to my belly button. “Are you wasted in there, Little Galactus Tanaka-Jones?”

			“Don’t call them that!” I said, trying to sound indignant. Instead, I exploded into giggles. That just made her giggle. And before we knew what was happening, we were both doubled over on the couch, tears streaming down our cheeks.

			“Listen!!!” a voice screamed out, piercing the chaos rippling through the room. Aveda and I both attempted to sit up straight, still giggling, and craned our necks, trying to find the source. “It’s that time you’ve all been waiting for,” the voice continued. I finally located where it was coming from—the far right corner of the basement, where a girl with long purple braids was waving her hands over her head and shouting out at the crowd. “It is time for . . .” She lowered her voice dramatically, scanning the room. “Mara Dash karaoke!”

			“Oh my gawd!” someone shrieked.

			“Ugh, fuck no!” countered someone else.

			“Don’t let Brenda pick the first song,” a third voice grumbled behind me. “Last time, she chose the extended piano version of ‘Hey Jude.’ It lasted for fucking ever. And was a real downer on top of that.”

			“Not true,” another voice muttered—presumably Brenda.

			“Elizaaaaa!” Aveda shook my shoulder, her eyes wide and shiny. “Come on, we have to do it! Karaoke is our thing!”

			“It’s only ‘our thing’ when we have to sing in order to vanquish demons,” I said, batting her hand away. “Which weirdly has happened more than once.” I giggled again at the ridiculousness of it all.

			Before I could protest further, she was grabbing my hand and dragging me through the crowd. I managed to set my punch cup down somewhere.

			“Ahhhhh,” said the girl with the purple braids as we approached. “Awesome—always a challenge to get that first volunteer. What are y’all singing?”

			“‘Eternal Flame,’ of course,” Aveda said. “By The Bangles.”

			“It’s an, um, older song,” I said, when Purple Braids gave me a blank look.

			“Sure, sure, let’s see,” she said, scrolling through the codes on the small karaoke machine set up in the corner. Someone else handed us mics. “Got it!” Purple Braids said, tapping in the code. “Wow us, you brave souls.”

			I looked at Aveda as the opening plink of the piano wafted through the room. She was holding the mic in a death grip, brow furrowed in determination, counting herself in. I turned and swept my gaze over the rest of the room—so many fresh-faced college students, now temporarily distracted from all the arguing and kissing and other drama-filled antics they’d been indulging in. They were just staring at us, drunk but curious, waiting for the new TAs to either blow everyone away or seriously embarrass themselves.

			What the hell were we doing? Hadn’t we been trying not to blow our cover? And what if my glamour started malfunctioning again—

			My runaway train of thought was cut short by a harsh, screechy, thoroughly off-key sound—Aveda attempting to sing the opening notes of “Eternal Flame.”

			Holy shit.

			I winced. I’d forgotten what a jaw-droppingly atrocious singer she was.

			I stuffed down the giggles percolating in my chest, shot some extra concentration toward keeping the glamour up, and joined her, attempting to harmonize. I’d like to think it was a very noble attempt, but it mostly served to highlight how nails-on-chalkboard Aveda’s singing was.

			“Fuck, yeah!” someone yelled. I turned to see Pippa pumping her fist in the air, grinning at us encouragingly. “That is sick! Yessss!”

			I laughed a little, turning to Aveda, meeting her eyes—really giving it my all to sell the song. She responded, bringing a hand to her chest and fluttering her eyes closed. Truly emoting.

			As we belted our way through the chorus, gesturing dramatically to each other, I felt something in my chest loosen, my worries dissipating into the air. At times like this, when Aveda and I were really in sync, it felt like we could communicate without saying a single word.

			Even if we were singing all the words.

			It made me grateful that we’d found our way back to being true best friends, that we’d left so much codependency and toxicity in the past. That feeling swelled in my chest, overwhelming me with warmth as we sang through the song’s climax, holding that last note extra long.

			“Hell, yesssss! Go, cool new TAs!” someone screamed—maybe Pippa—and the whole room burst into thunderous applause. We bowed deeply, then Aveda grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the door.

			“Wait,” I hissed at her, another burst of giggles escaping me, “where are we going?!”

			“A true performer knows when to make her exit,” Aveda hissed back, also giggling. “And we can’t go out on a higher note than that! Get it, high note . . . because of the karaoke . . .”

			She pushed through the doors, and we started to clatter up the stairs to our room, giggling all the way.

			“I’m sad we didn’t find Tess,” Aveda said. “But that was so fun!”

			“Hey, wait! Cool TAs, wait up!”

			We whirled around to see Pippa bounding up the stairs after us, dragging a morose-looking Shelby behind her. I guessed she’d ditched Natalie David.

			“That was so amazing!” Pippa crowed, pumping her fist. Her swoop of platinum hair twitched with excitement, her dark eyes flashing. “Are you guys hungry? Do you wanna, like, hang?”

			“Is that code for something?” Aveda whispered to me—very loudly. “Is it a drugs thing? A sex thing?”

			“No, I literally mean I’m starving and we should eat something,” Pippa hooted, clapping her hand over her mouth. “And I can hear you.”

			“Sorry,” I said. “Angelica is a little bit of a, um, square.”

			“A . . . what?” Pippa shook her head at us. “You guys are hilarious. Okay, we need to find someone to drive us, since we’ve all been drinking.”

			“I haven’t . . .” I started to say—then trailed off as another wave of fogginess passed over me, making me dizzy. I gripped the banister for support.

			“You okay, Eliza?” Aveda said, her gaze lasering in on me.

			“Fine,” I said hastily. “But actually, I’m starving too. What’d you have in mind, Pippa?”

			“Only the best cuisine around, it’s kind of a Morgan tradition,” she said, giving us a broad wink. Shelby remained silent, staring at the floor. Probably wondering why she’d gotten sucked into a late-night adventure when she’d been hoping to go to bed and get all rested for crew practice.

			“Ooh,” Aveda hissed in my ear. “Sounds like another college-y type experience we need to have!”

			“Now,” Pippa said, “we just have to find someone to—oh! You! Hey, you!”

			Pippa waved eagerly to a student who was scuttling up the stairs, attempting to move around us.

			“Yeah?” The student stopped and regarded us quizzically. This newcomer had a cool, pink-streaked undercut, and sported rhinestone-emblazoned cat-eye glasses, oversized plaid pajama pants, and a ratty t-shirt with the Morgan logo emblazoned across the front. Not really dressed for a party. But maybe for a late-night food run?

			“Can you drive us to food?” Pippa said, her eyes widening hopefully. “It’s not far and I’ll buy you whatever you want. I mean, within reason. Don’t clean out the whole restaurant or anything.”

			“I definitely can’t turn that down,” the student said, giving Pippa a wry grin. “Have we met before?”

			“Don’t think so, but I’ve seen you around, you’re on the second floor of Mara Dash, right?” Pippa said, extending a hand. “I’m down in the secondary basement—that little nook by the garden? Pippa. And this is Shelby, my BFF and roommate.”

			“Hey,” the student said, taking Pippa’s hand. “I’m Tess.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			“TACO BELL?” AVEDA said, her voice twisting upward in skepticism. “This is the Morgan tradition? The ‘best cuisine around’?”

			“Oh, yeah,” Pippa said, bouncing up and down in her seat. “This is the jam.”

			Aveda glanced over at me as Tess piloted the car down a near empty Oakland street, the lit-up neon Taco Bell sign in the distance. A long line of cars snaked out of the drive-thru—prime late-night munchies time.

			Aveda and I were jammed in the backseat with Shelby, who was staring sulkily out the window. I had somehow ended up squashed in the middle seat. Pippa had called shotgun.

			Aveda and I hadn’t been able to speak alone since getting swept into this impulsive fast food adventure, so we were relying on our best-friend near-telepathy to communicate. Her face was still flushed, and I was still feeling a little . . . hmm, what was I feeling? Not exactly foggy, like before. Maybe it was a euphoric sugar high from the punch? No, that wasn’t quite right either, it was more like my mind felt . . . loose. Relaxed. Very unlike its usual state, especially lately.

			I couldn’t believe after all that, we’d just run into Tess in the stairwell. Now we had an opportunity to talk to them about their ghostly encounter.

			After we’d eaten our Taco Bell, of course.

			“So, Tess,” Aveda said, as we pulled to the end of the long drive-thru line, “why didn’t you go to the party? It was a really kicking time.”

			I smothered a giggle. Where had she gotten that from?

			“I wasn’t feeling well,” Tess said, edging the car forward. “I dunno what I had, maybe a touch of food poisoning? Anyway, I started feeling better about an hour ago, and I was actually about to go grab food when I ran into you guys.”

			“How lucky,” Aveda murmured, giving me a meaningful look.

			I nudged her in the ribs, cocking an eyebrow in a way that I hoped said: Tone it down, fellow kid.

			“Now,” Aveda said, turning her laser-like focus back to the neon sign. “What do you all recommend? I’ve never eaten here.”

			“Really?” Pippa whirled around to goggle at her. “How is that possible?”

			“Angelica’s a very healthy person, eats a balanced diet,” I said, giving Aveda an affectionate look. “Fast food isn’t usually on her radar.”

			“That is a tragedy,” Pippa said, her eyes widening. “Oh, man. Your mind is about to be so blown.”

			“Follow Pippa’s lead,” Shelby said, turning away from the window. “She’s the best Taco Bell orderer around.”

			“A title I take very seriously,” Pippa said, jabbing an index finger through the air.

			Shelby shook her head and let out a little chuckle. I studied her for a moment. She seemed more clear-eyed than she had earlier, recapturing some of that unnerving stillness. And that was maybe the first time I’d seen her laugh, ever. Despite her general morose state, she truly loved her friend. But there was something about her I couldn’t quite get a handle on. In some ways, I related to her very much—the quietness, the playing second fiddle to a more dramatic BFF. She was kind of like Mouse Evie, sinking into the shadows. Maybe she was comfortable there? I had thought I was comfortable there—but I’d been hiding.

			“Hey,” I murmured to Shelby. The others were busy loudly discussing the Taco Bell menu as we inched forward in the drive-thru, so they didn’t hear me. “You okay?”

			“What?” She looked up at me, startled out of her thoughts. “Um, yeah. Totally.”

			I gave her a gentle nudge. “Really? You look like you’re thinking very hard about something.”

			“I . . .” She frowned, toying with the ends of her shaggy hair. “I’m a little worried about Pips. She confessed her love to Natalie, then they made out, then Natalie disappeared. I think she went off with someone else. And Pips didn’t even blink, ya know? I know this is bothering her deep down, and . . . and I really should be in bed at this point if I want to get up for crew tomorrow, but I can’t just, like, leave her.”

			I smiled, touched by Shelby’s genuine caring. “That’s incredibly kind of you, to want to look out for her like that. But don’t forget to look out for yourself, too—you can’t be a good friend to someone else if you’re constantly sacrificing your own needs for what you think they need. Trust me, I know.”

			Shelby’s eyes slid to Aveda, who was currently peppering Pippa and Tess with a boatload of questions about the flavor profile of the Crunchwrap Supreme.

			“How do you not just, like . . . worry all the time. About the people you love?” she asked, her eyes widening earnestly.

			“You know, I think that worry is inevitable—it’s just part of being human,” I said with a slight chuckle. “Just know that they’re worried about you, too. We’re basically passing worry back and forth at any given moment. Ugh, sorry.” I made a face. “That’s not super comforting, is it?”

			“No, no, it is,” Shelby said, her face screwing into a thoughtful expression. “I’m just wondering how I can draw that boundary for myself and not feel like a total jerk.”

			“You’re not a jerk,” I said, squeezing her shoulder. “And it can be hard to advocate for yourself—to have compassion for yourself. Just remember that you’re important. There’s nothing wrong with knowing what you need and asking for it. And Pippa seems to care deeply about your well-being too, so if you explain that sometimes you just need to go the fuck to bed and it doesn’t mean you care any less for her . . . well, she should understand.”

			“I didn’t think of it like that,” Shelby said, nodding slowly. She gave me a small smile. “Thanks, Eliza.”

			“Any time,” I said, smiling back.

			“What are you guys whispering about back there?” Pippa screeched, whirling around in her seat. “Oh, hey!” Her eyes got big as a plinky piano wafted over the radio. “Angelica, Eliza: it’s your song! From karaoke!”

			“Ah, good ol’ ‘Eternal Flame’!” Aveda exclaimed, elbowing me in the ribs.

			“Yessssss,” Pippa yelled, pumping her fist. Her bangles jingled in time with the music. “Come on, let’s all sing!” She reached over and turned the radio way up, the music blasting so loud, the car windows seemed to rattle. “Everyone!”

			“I don’t know the words!” Tess protested.

			“Make ’em up!” Pippa insisted. She reached around her seat to swat Shelby’s knee. “Come on, Shel! Eliza, Angelica: lead us! Teach us the lyrics!”

			I exchanged a look with Aveda—and we started to sing.

			They all joined in, Tess tapping in time on their steering wheel. Our voices were loud, not at all harmonious, and definitely making up lyrics that were not entirely correct. But somehow we sounded very together. A unit.

			“Yessss!” Pippa shrieked, rolling down the window and sticking her head out. “Let’s see if we can get people in this long-ass drive-thru line to join in!”

			We all sang at the top of our lungs, exhilaration racing through my bloodstream even as most of the other car passengers yelled back at us to shut up.

			I turned to look past Aveda and out the window, studying the neon lights flashing a garish rainbow of colors against the orderly line of drive-thru cars. And I felt an overwhelming surge of warmth.

			I’d been to this Taco Bell before. I used to occasionally stop by to grab a blessedly cheap dinner for Bea and me on my way home from school. But I’d never been on a late-night snack run like this, crammed into a car with a bunch of classmates, singing our hearts out. I’d never felt that easy camaraderie or been part of a very serious discussion about gorditas vs. chalupas. And I’d never had that actual carefree feeling Aveda kept referencing—wherein, just for a moment, that sort of inconsequential discussion could be the most important thing in the world.

			It was . . . nice.

			“Ooh,” Pippa said, her eyes widening with delight as the song died down and we finally reached the drive-thru. “I’ll have three chalupas, a Mexican pizza, one of those tacos with the Doritos shell, a beefy five-layer burrito with extra nacho cheese—”

			“You want all that?” Aveda said, shooting forward in her seat. “Right before bed?”

			“Didn’t you hear what Shel said earlier?” Pippa sniffed, waving a regal hand. “I’m the best Taco Bell orderer around.”

			“Point,” Aveda said, nodding thoughtfully. She tapped Tess on the shoulder. “I’ll have what she’s having.”
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			“My god,” Aveda exclaimed, staring down the barrel of her second beefy five-layer burrito. “How is this so revolting and so delicious at the same time? And why can’t I stop eating it?”

			“Truly the food of kings,” I chuckled.

			“And queens,” Pippa said, snapping her fingers. “And it pairs perfectly with this yummy punch.”

			We’d taken our food to the big Mara Dash common area, a sprawling, drafty room just past the foyer that exemplified the dorm’s creepy Gothic vibe. The floor was cold tile in a forbidding gray—it looked like it had been repurposed from a particularly gloomy cathedral. The couches and loveseats were deep purple velvet, stiff and not very comfortable. And the centerpiece was a massive fireplace, which should have been cozy—but it was covered in cobwebs and dust, clearly never used. A single candelabra was perched on top of the fireplace, trying to poke its way out of the cobwebs. The atmosphere was cold and forbidding, like we’d just stepped into a scene from Wuthering Heights. But something about our little group, loud and chatty and snacking on the junkiest junk food, warmed it up.

			“Look at us,” Pippa beamed, gesturing with her burrito. “We’ve got a total ride-or-die crew right here.”

			Pippa had taken it upon herself to procure more of the punch from the dorm party—I’d requested the non-alcoholic version—and she’d also brought up a weird bit of decoration from her and Shelby’s room. It was . . . well, sort of a throw pillow, I guess? A round, fuzzy sphere about the size of a soccer ball in a shade of sickly puce that looked like it had seen better days. Pippa enthusiastically explained that it was called “Carpet Ball” and that she and Shelby had found it at a thrift store right after they became roommates.

			“Carpet Ball is also in our ride-or-die crew,” she explained, patting the ball lovingly.

			We’d spread ourselves out over the purple couches, and I was amused to see everyone had taken up a position that was very them. Pippa had plopped herself in the middle of the central couch and was cramming food into her mouth with gusto. Shelby had squashed herself into the corner of the same couch and was nibbling more conservatively as she stared into space, lost in thought. Occasionally she’d give Carpet Ball a squeeze, as if it was comforting her.

			Aveda and I had taken the adjacent love seat and set up a little hot sauce trough between us. Of course Aveda looked completely unnatural eating a Taco Bell burrito, but she bit into it with single-minded intent, like she was trying to best it at something.

			And Tess . . . well, I didn’t know Tess at all yet. But they’d plopped into a giant chair that matched the rest of the furniture and ate slowly, probably trying not to provoke their previously food-poisoned stomach.

			“So, Tess,” I said, trying for a warm, conversational tone. “What are you studying—are you in Professor Covington’s discussion seminar with Shelby and Pippa? I’m the new TA and we had a very spirited talk today.”

			“Oh, you’re that TA,” Tess said, tilting their head at me. “Yeah, I heard all about that discussion. And I’m sorry I missed it, because Covington’s the worst. Thankfully, I’m not in any of his classes.”

			“Ah, so his rep’s that bad, huh?” Pippa said, cocking an eyebrow. “You’re not in his classes, but you’ve still heard of him.”

			“I have a friend who was in some of his classes,” Tess said. “She told me all about his condescending ass.”

			“Wait, was in his classes,” Aveda said, sitting up straighter. “Did your friend drop them because he’s so bad?”

			“Um, no,” Tess said, suddenly looking uncomfortable. “She . . . she left, actually.”

			“Wait a minute,” I said, pieces clicking together in my brain. “Was your friend Julie Vũ?” I looked at Pippa. “I thought you said she didn’t have any friends.”

			“I thought she didn’t,” Pippa said, with an expansive shrug.

			“I’ve been trying to check up on Julie since she left,” I said, turning back to Tess. “I know it’s only been a couple days, but I’d really love to get in touch with her. Provost Glennon told me she’s staying with family?”

			“Not sure about that,” Tess said, their brow crinkling. They seemed to be getting more guarded by the minute. “Julie’s only family is her younger sister—and actually, I haven’t been able to get in touch with her at all. I’ve been worried. But . . . but let’s not talk about that!” They pasted on a smile that didn’t quite reach their eyes. “To answer your original question, Eliza, I’m a Bio major.”

			“Ahhh,” Aveda said, picking up the conversational in I’d so nicely set up for her. “That’s my department—I’m the new TA there!”

			“Cool!” Tess said, toasting Aveda with a cheese-covered fry.

			I studied them. What had just happened? My brain was still bouncing around in that euphoric, loosey-goosey way and I couldn’t quite get a handle on it. Why was Tess being all weird and evasive about Julie? And why had they been so eager to change the subject?

			These were all things I had to file away for later. For now, we had to focus on keeping Tess talking.

			“What’s your opinion on Doctor Hyon’s latest theory on mitosis?” Tess continued, tilting their head at Aveda curiously. “Because I have to say, it’s provoked a lot of controversy in class—”

			“Oh, it’s good,” Aveda said, flashing Tess one of her million-watt Aveda Jupiter smiles. “Very, very good. But listen, I’m really hoping to get to know all the students on a one-on-one level. So tell me more about yourself. Like, what’s the weirdest thing that’s ever happened to you here at Morgan?”

			“Oh, um.” Tess popped the cheesy fry in their mouth, their eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “Probably the time I was doing my work-study job at the dining hall and I accidentally dumped a thing of green food coloring into the mixer. It turned all the rolls bright green.” They pushed their glasses up their nose, looking sheepish.

			“Ah,” Aveda said, a puzzled look passing over her face. “That is . . . very weird. For sure. Green bread!”

			“Hey, I remember that,” Pippa said, grinning at Tess. “Personally, I thought those rolls were dope—a much needed pop of color against a sea of beige dining hall food. But Shel here didn’t like it much. She thought the rolls looked ‘sick.’ And not in a good way.”

			“Pips!” Shelby hissed, her face flushing. “Why are you telling them that, it makes me sound totally weird. Ughhhh . . .” She scrubbed a hand over her face.

			“Hmm.” Pippa frowned. “Sorry, Shel, that’s so odd—I wasn’t planning on saying that out loud, I’m not sure why I did . . .”

			“And I was actually thinking I’d take that green bread story to my grave,” Tess said, looking contemplative. “The dining hall boss lady is kind of a hardass, so I pretended I had no idea why the bread turned out that way. Not sure why I spewed it just now.”

			“Eliza and I have that effect on people,” Aveda said, smiling beatifically. “Somehow, we always get them to open up.”

			“Um, yeah,” I said, stifling an eye-roll. “But say, Tess—I think when Angelica asked you about weird stuff happening . . . well, she was wondering if you’d encountered any of Morgan’s famous oddities. You know . . .” I lowered my voice theatrically. I was still feeling weirdly loose and uninhibited, and just a little bit giggly. “. . . the hauntings.”

			“Oh, I, uh . . .” Tess’s gaze slid to the side as they toyed with another cheesy fry. Suddenly, their guard was up again. “N-no. Not really.”

			“Are you sure?” I said, giving them an encouraging smile. “No weird sounds in the dining hall? Unexplained noises? Nothing like that?”

			“I . . .” Tess shook their head vigorously. “No. I don’t think so. I mean . . . I thought there was something, but some, um, friends helped me see that it was nothing.”

			“Those friends sound rather gaslighting,” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing. “What did they help you see, exactly?”

			“It’s nothing like that,” Tess said, a little too quickly. They dropped the cheesy fry on their napkin, uneaten. “They’re experts on ghosts and hauntings, and . . . well. I think I just wanted something like that to happen to me so bad, I imagined it.”

			“Wait a minute!” Pippa sat up straighter, waving the remnants of her burrito around, her bangles clinking together. “Tess, are you in Morgan’s super secret ghost-hunting society?”

			Aveda and I exchanged a look. Was this the possible secret society Bea had mentioned?

			Pippa smacked Shelby in the arm. “See, I told you that was a thing! You have to go talk to them about your encounter, Shel!”

			“Hey,” Shelby hissed, grabbing Carpet Ball and clutching it to her chest. “Seriously, Pips, what’s with the blabbing of all my secrets?”

			“What encounter is she talking about, Shelby?” Tess said, leaning forward—their expression had turned intense, but they were obviously trying to hide just how important this was. “Oh my god, was that you who had the run-in with the courtyard ghost? I . . . wow. I really need to talk you about that, actually. I . . .” They pressed their lips together, like they were desperately trying to keep it all inside. “You should come to a society meeting . . . aw, shit . . .” Tess gnawed on their lower lip, their eyes getting big behind their glasses. “The society is a secret, you’re right. Please, please don’t tell anyone I blabbed about it. God.” They shook their head, frowning. “I don’t know why I said all that out loud. But anyway, yeah—I can get you an invite to a meeting. Count on it.”

			“Do you suppose Angelica and I could get invited also?” I said, leaning forward so eagerly I nearly toppled our hot sauce trough.

			Aveda shot me a surprised look. Usually she was the one who pushed boundaries, who made the more aggressive moves. I was the one who reeled her back in. But I was still feeling that weirdly euphoric sensation—as if I couldn’t keep any of my immediate thoughts contained in my head. They were all demanding to be let out now. “We’re really into ghosts and other supernatural phenomena,” I added. “And we’ve been hearing tell of this ghost society, soooo . . . ?” I gave Tess a hopeful look.

			“I’m not sure,” Tess said hesitantly. They looked guarded again. “We’re only supposed to do one invite at a time, and I need to have a really good reason—”

			“I want her to come,” Shelby blurted out. We all turned to look at her. Her eyes immediately went to the floor and she toyed with the ends of her hair. “I want Eliza to come,” she repeated more firmly. “If the society wants me to talk about my, um, encounter, she has to be there too.”

			“And where Eliza goes, I go,” Aveda said, straightening her spine. “We’re a package deal.”

			Tess looked back and forth between us, considering. Then they gave a small shrug and picked up their cheesy fry again. “I’ll see what I can do.” But it didn’t sound like they meant it. I studied them for a moment—their mood seemed to be pinging all over the place.

			A slightly awkward silence descended over us, everyone chewing their food.

			Pippa, of course, was the one to break it.

			“Ooooh!” she said, clapping her hands together. “I know how y’all can build real trust with each other. You two . . .” She gestured expansively to Aveda and me. “. . . need to share a secret. Tess told you about their green bread. Shelby told Eliza about her ghostly encounter . . .”

			“And then you blurted it out to everyone else,” Shelby muttered.

			“So now you guys tell us something,” Pippa continued, her eyes flashing with excitement. “Something secret. Then Tess will know they can trust you.”

			“That makes no sense,” Aveda said.

			“Actually, I like it,” Tess said, some of their intensity dissipating. They leaned back in their seat, crossed their arms over their chest, and raised an eyebrow. “Wow me.”

			“Ummm . . .” I exchanged glances with Aveda. Our biggest secret was obviously something we couldn’t tell them. So why was it on the tip of my tongue, why was it fighting to get out, why did I suddenly feel like I was about to straight up die if I didn’t tell them we weren’t who we were claiming to be—

			“Eliza’s having love problems!” Aveda blurted out. Then clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oops. Sorry. I don’t know why I . . .” She shook her head, her cheeks flushing.

			“Big deal, who isn’t?” Pippa rolled her eyes. “That’s not juicy at all.”

			“Agreed,” Tess said. “I am decidedly not wowed.”

			“He won’t have sex with her!” Aveda blurted again.

			I glared daggers at her. “Angelica . . . what are you . . .”

			“Better!” Pippa crowed, leaning forward. “Tell us more, Eliza. What’s happening exactly? Don’t skimp on the details!”

			“I . . . god.” I scraped a hand over my face. Was this really happening? Had Aveda just offered up my sex life to near strangers for consumption and judgment? I could have just refused to say anything . . . but suddenly the words were bubbling up on my tongue, pounding against my brain, dying to escape. “I love this man,” I blurted, dropping my hand from my face. “My, um, boyfriend. I love him so much, it overwhelms me sometimes. But he’s pulling away, he’s so distant. When I look at him, all I see is him being worried about me—”

			“Why is he worried about you?” Pippa said, cocking her head to the side. “Seems like you’re killin’ it.”

			“Um, it’s just . . . you know, the new school and everything, the fact that I just transferred in,” I said, stuffing down the truth that was lingering on the tip of my tongue. “I hate that I’m causing him to worry like that, I just . . . I hate it. But I don’t know how to stop it. And I’m so fucking horny right now, if he doesn’t touch me soon, I might explode. And that feels so silly. So inconsequential. But it’s how I feel, and I can’t . . .” My voice wobbled and unexpected tears filled my eyes. I swallowed hard. “I can’t stop it. I don’t know what to do. I just . . . I love him. He feels so far away, even when he’s sitting next to me. And I miss him so much right now.” A tear slipped down my cheek and I hastily scraped it away. “Sorry.”

			“Why sorry?” Pippa scoffed, shaking her head. “Your feelings are your feelings. They have value.”

			“And high levels of horniness is a serious issue,” Tess added, nodding sagely. “Not to mention that as overworked students, a lot of us have major stress relief needs. My vibrator collection always gets a serious workout during finals week.”

			“Eliza,” Shelby said softly, sitting up a little straighter. “Remember what you said to me in the car? About how having compassion for yourself is hard but necessary? I think maybe you need some of that, too.” She gave me a small, earnest smile—I was starting to realize that on her, that was a big emotional gesture.

			I smiled back, brushing away my tears. Then I studied each of them in turn, all of them looking at me openly, their smiles bright and generous. We barely knew each other, but they all cared so much. It made me feel warm all over.

			“Caring about yourself is hard,” Pippa said, whipping out her phone. “Especially when society—and d-bag professors—try to tell us we’re not worth caring about, period. But what if we try to solve the . . . hmm, let’s call it the first layer of this problem. Is there a way you can seduce your man, Eliza? Get him to forget all that worry with, like, nudity.”

			“I’ve tried,” I said, leaning back against the couch with a whump. “Believe me, I’ve tried everything.”

			“Have you, though?” Pippa sang out, waving her phone in the air. “Have you tried . . .” She whipped her phone around. “. . . these?”

			“Hold on, we can’t see the screen from here,” Aveda said, getting to her feet and crossing to Pippa’s couch. She took the phone from Pippa and brought it back to me, her eyes widening as she studied the screen. “Um. I don’t know if Eliza’s going to be into . . .”

			“Let me see,” I said, grabbing the phone from her. “Oh . . .”

			My face flushed. The screen displayed an assortment of Halloween costumes. Sexy Halloween costumes. There was Sexy Nurse, Sexy Clown, Sexy Construction Worker . . .

			“Wow,” Aveda said, leaning over my shoulder. “Sexy SpongeBob SquarePants? How is that a thing?”

			“Do you have a fantasy?” Pippa said, her eyes narrowing shrewdly. “Or does he? Not so much Sexy SpongeBob SquarePants—although maybe we could all do that as a group costume for the Halloween Courtyard Bash. But maybe you could do a little roleplay or something? Mix it up.”

			“Plus one to that,” Tess said, swooping an index finger through the air. “Make it fun. Right now, it sounds like you’re approaching it like it’s homework or something. Bring the fun back!”

			I studied the “sexy” images, gnawing on my lower lip. Would something like this do it? Would it get Nate to forget his worries for a bit?

			“What do you think, Shelby?” I said, turning to look at her. She’d gone quiet, hugging Carpet Ball to her chest. I wondered if it was hard for her to find her footing in conversations with so many big personalities—I knew that had sometimes been an issue for me. Maybe I could help her better draw those healthy boundaries if she felt included, more secure in her friendships.

			Her head snapped up in surprise. “Oh, I . . . I mean fun sounds good.” She gave me a tentative smile, hugging Carpet Ball a little tighter. “Maybe you could surprise him with something? Get him to drop his guard?”

			“A sexy surprise,” I said, smiling ruefully as I remembered my mistake from the day before. “Sure, why not? I’ve tried everything else.”

			“I know Eliza’s fantasy,” Aveda said with a sly grin. She swiped the phone from me. “I’m gonna order you something—with your consent of course.” Her finger hovered above the phone screen and she cocked a questioning eyebrow at me.

			“Go for it,” I said, giving a little fist-pump, that loopy exhilaration rushing through me again.

			“Yeeeeahhh!” Pippa said, echoing my fist-pump. “Mark my words, Eliza, you are gonna get that D!”

			“Do it!” Tess shrieked, jumping off the couch and upending the rest of their cheesy nacho fries.

			“Do! It!” Pippa yelled, leaping up to join them. “Everybody, come on, ride-or-die crew! Do! It! Do! It!”

			And then we were all jumping out of our seats, pumping our fists in the air, the chant of Do! It! Do! It! echoing off the cavernous ceiling of the Mara Dash common area.

			I glanced over at Aveda mid-chant—our cheeks were flushed and exhilaration was racing through my bloodstream, making me feel buoyant and light, nothing else in this moment except for a bunch of friends cheering. Even Shelby looked elated, waving Carpet Ball in the air as Pippa danced around her.

			We were, just for a moment, those carefree college girls Aveda had dreamed of us being. And I loved every second.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			“BRIGHT . . . WHY . . . BRIGHT.”

			I awoke to the dulcet tones of Aveda Jupiter’s voice spitting out these indignant words as she shuffled over to our dorm room window and batted at the flimsy pull-down shade, attempting to block out the bits of sun that were filtering in around the edges. “Arrrghhhh,” she growled, her voice crackly. It sounded like she’d just smoked an entire pack of cigarettes. “I’ve defeated demons of every kind imaginable, but this window shade may end up being my ultimate nemesis.”

			“So that was our first college rager,” I said, taking extra care as I pulled myself into a sitting position in bed. In the distance, the bell tower let out a bong—but instead of being comforting, it felt like the giant bell was slamming itself directly against my head. Ugh, was that morning sickness or was I actually hung over—

			Wait, why would I be hung over? From non-alcoholic punch?

			Oh, no.

			Oh, fuck.

			Before I could ponder that further, my stomach heaved—that familiar, queasy sensation that meant I was about to—

			I managed to grab the wastebasket next to my nightstand and vomited semi-digested Taco Bell into it.

			“Ughhh,” I groaned, flopping back on my pillow, the events from the night before whirling through my brain.

			I’d drunk the non-alcoholic punch, but then I’d started to feel . . . weird . . . and I’d wondered about that, but I’d kept losing the thread . . . because I felt weird . . .

			Had the non-alcoholic punch actually been jam-packed with alcohol and I’d just gotten accidentally wasted at a college dorm party, thereby proving I was definitely not responsible enough to have a baby?

			The baby.

			My hand went instinctually to my belly, panic shooting through me.

			“Annie,” I said, sitting up fully. “I . . . I think I got accidentally drunk last night.” Anxiety coalesced in my gut, forming a tight knot, and I suddenly felt like there was a weight on my chest, like I couldn’t breathe . . .

			“What did I do?” I managed to wheeze out. “What if my baby’s all fucked up now?!”

			“Evie—breathe!” Aveda ordered, shuffling over to my bed and plunking herself down next to me. “Your baby is fine,” she said firmly, putting an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you—both of you.”

			She gazed into my eyes with such intensity, I had no choice but to believe her. I breathed slow and deep, and felt the same surge of warmth that had come over me last night when we were doing karaoke. And then again when we were singing our way through the Taco Bell drive-thru and bonding with Shelby, Pippa, and Tess. Tears welled in my eyes—and suddenly, all the words I’d been bottling up these past few weeks came spilling out.

			“Annie,” I whispered. “I don’t know if I can do this. Be a mom. Be everything else. Be all of it, all at once. Whenever I try to picture it, I just see . . .” I gestured vaguely. “Nothing. Like, a big, blank space. Because I can’t even conceive of how it would look. And then I feel like I can’t tell anyone this, or even let on that I’m thinking that way, because, you know . . . my life is so perfect right now. Except I’m freaking out all the time and my husband doesn’t want to have sex with me anymore and I’m pretty sure I’m going to be a terrible mother—”

			“Evie.” Aveda cut me off, and squeezed my shoulder. “Stop. Keep breathing. You’re doing fine. No one has all this shit figured out—trust me. No one on the planet actually knows how to ‘have it all,’ that’s some bullshit concept corporations use to sell us kombucha and self-help books. And one freaking drink won’t ‘fuck up’ your baby, I’m pretty sure. You are not going to be a bad mother. But . . .” She gave me another squeeze, her gaze turning thoughtful. “I’m glad you told me all that. Lately, you’ve been giving me a lot of pasted-on smiles, but your eyes look kind of dead inside. I thought you were worried about losing your superheroine mojo, but now I see that there was a lot more going on, wasn’t there?”

			I looked down at my hands, twisting them together. “I . . . I am freaking out. And I don’t want anyone to see that, because I don’t want people to worry about me any more than they already are.”

			“I remember you having a bit of a meltdown when we were dealing with Bea and her Mom-Demon,” Aveda said, nodding. “And you expressing some things along these lines, but I just thought you’d dealt with it. You seemed like you were feeling so much better. You’re a little too good at hiding how you actually feel, Evelyn.”

			“Then here’s another confession: I also feel . . . selfish.”

			Aveda cocked her head at me inquisitively.

			“For freaking out,” I explained, my words coming in a rush. “For not just being happy about this or about the fact that my life is, well . . . you said it. Perfect.”

			Aveda shook her head. “That’s not selfish. That’s human. You’re about to embark on a major life change—and there’s a lot of unknown there. It’d be a little weird if you weren’t freaking out.”

			I looked down. “Do you think Nate can tell, too? ’Cause he seems to think I’m the one who’s been pulling away, not him.”

			“I don’t know,” she said. “Didn’t you call him last night, though?”

			“No.” I frowned. “Why would I do that?”

			“Because . . . you did?” She gave me an incredulous look. “I wasn’t exactly totally with it last night either, but I do remember you calling him and leaving a semi-incoherent message before passing out with a pillow over your head.”

			“Oh god.” I scrabbled around on my nightstand and found my phone. It looked like I had double-digit missed calls, all from Nate. I wondered what I’d said in my drunken message.

			I sent Nate a hasty text, letting him know I was okay, that some shit related to the mission had gone down the night before, and that I’d call him later.

			“Now, if you’re really worried, let’s call Doctor Goo,” Aveda said. “But first . . .” She studied my face. “Why do you think you were drunk? What were you feeling? Because you didn’t look that red—whereas I know my face morphed into a tomato.”

			“I . . . hmm.” I tried to calm myself, breathed evenly, and called up the memories from last night. “I felt . . . looser. More open. More like I wanted to share things, if that makes sense? Like, when they asked us to reveal a secret, our actual secret was right on the tip of my tongue, dying to get out.”

			“Wait a minute.” Aveda shook her head, her face twisting thoughtfully. “That’s how I felt, too—I think that’s why I blurted out the thing about Nate, which . . .” Her brow furrowed. “I’m so sorry, Evie, that was a clear boundary violation, and I don’t know why I . . .”

			As she trailed off, images from the previous night cascaded through my mind.

			Shelby confiding in me about her ghost adventure, wondering why she was telling me something she’d never told anyone. Pippa suddenly deciding she had to go tell Natalie David about the feelings she’d kept inside for years. Tess blurting out things about their accidental green bread and the ghost society, then clamming up.

			Pippa blabbing Shelby’s secrets . . . all the crying and confessing at the dorm party . . . me calling Nate and spewing something totally incoherent . . .

			“Annie,” I said slowly, “I think there was something else affecting people last night. Possibly something supernatural. I don’t know if it was in the air somehow or . . .” I frowned into space. “But I think it was like . . . some kind of truth serum? Or filter inhibitor? Remember how you said I usually have a filter? Something that makes people be extremely honest about their feelings or whatever’s on their mind. Something that makes people want to confess.”

			“That makes sense,” Aveda said, nodding. “I did suddenly feel like I just had to say everything. Out loud. But in that case, we definitely need to get you tested to make sure nothing’s wrong.”

			“I’ll call Doctor Goo,” I said, still trying to put it all together.

			There was something else from last night that was niggling at the back of my brain . . . what was it . . .

			“Julie!” I blurted out, leaping to my feet. Oof. That . . . that did not feel good. I abruptly sat back down.

			“What?” Aveda said, tilting her head at me.

			“Tess mentioned Julie Vũ, remember?” I said, poking her in the arm. “They said they hadn’t been able to get ahold of her, either. And both Tess and Pippa said Julie doesn’t have any family besides her sister—why is Provost Glennon being all shady about that? And why was Tess so secretive about everything?” I frowned, gnawing at my lower lip. “Remember, they said they’re in the underground ghost-hunting society—”

			“And they downplayed their own ghostly encounter,” Aveda said. “Even with the possible truth serum thing going on. How should we proceed? Should we try to go talk to Tess?”

			“Showing up on their doorstep unannounced—especially this early in the morning—might be a little invasive,” I mused. “Why don’t we text them to check in, see how they’re feeling today? It looks like . . .” I glanced down at my phone. “We all exchanged numbers last night and started a group thread. I’ll also call Doctor Goo to see if she can come out here or if I can come in or . . . whatever I need to do to make sure the baby’s okay.” I touched my stomach. “And maybe we can get Bea to call all the hospitals in the area to see if she can track down Julie Vũ—because if Julie’s not ‘home with family,’ then where is she?”

			“Is that something we should be asking Bea to do? She doesn’t really work for us anymore,” Aveda said. “Boundaries and all that.”

			“Agreed, but this is the kind of thing she loves,” I said. “Bothering people.”

			“True—bothering people is her not-so-secret superpower.” Aveda’s hangover seemed to be wearing off, and now her face looked like it usually did—determined. “We have a plan, let’s get to it!” she declared, leaping to her feet.

			For a moment, she stayed suspended in her action superheroine pose: determined face on, fist pumped in the air. Then the light poking its way through the window shade passed over her face and she went pale and abruptly slumped back onto the bed.

			“Um. Let’s get to it in like fifteen minutes,” she amended. “First I need Advil and a giant vat of caffeine.”

			“Spoken like a true carefree college girl,” I said.

			She responded by throwing a pillow at me.

			I swatted it away and grinned at her as she shuffled back to her own bed and lay down. Then I focused on my phone, composing a text to Tess.

			I didn’t get very far. My phone buzzed with an incoming call—it was so unexpected, I nearly dropped it. I checked the screen. Shelby.

			“Hey, Shelby,” I said, hitting answer. “What’s up? Are you feeling—”

			“Eliza,” she said, her voice choked with sobs. “Please . . . please come help me. I . . . I can’t . . . I’m so scared . . .”

			“Shelby—breathe, honey,” I said, echoing Aveda’s words to me from just a moment ago. “What’s wrong?”

			“It’s Pippa,” she managed. “She’s missing.”
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			“She didn’t say anything else?” Aveda pressed, as we clattered down the creaky stairs to the Mara Dash dorm room Shelby and Pippa shared.

			“No,” I said, as we landed in the hallway. “She was crying too hard. I’m not sure what’s happened.”

			“Maybe Pippa found her way back to Natalie David’s room—you know, for more truth serum-enhanced confessions,” Aveda said.

			“Let’s find out.” I knocked on the door. “Shelby!” I called out. “It’s Eliza and Angelica!”

			Shelby and Pippa’s room was one floor below Aveda’s and mine, a kind of secret space tucked into one of Mara Dash’s seemingly endless shadowy corners. I could see the appeal—it was built into such an odd spot that it wasn’t directly above or below any other rooms, meaning they could probably make a lot of noise without disturbing anyone. And on the flipside, they wouldn’t be bothered if a dorm party raged into the night and Shelby was trying to wake up early for crew practice.

			I heard some shuffling from inside the room, presumably Shelby getting herself together.

			“They really are the best of friends, huh?” Aveda said, scrutinizing the bulletin board next to the girls’ room while we waited for Shelby to answer the door. It was festooned with Shelby’s crew pennants and a collage of photos featuring Shelby and Pippa doing all kinds of fun college things—Pippa cheering Shelby on at a crew meet, the girls clinking glasses at what looked like a celebration, a candid of them studying together, heads bent over their books.

			“They’re an interesting pair,” I said, tapping a finger against the photo of the girls studying. “Pippa has the bigger, louder personality and Shelby does a lot of damage control when it’s maybe a little too big, but you can tell they really love each other. And Shelby just transferred in, but they’ve obviously become so close, so fast. It seems like it was meant to be.”

			“Aww, like us,” Aveda cooed, patting me on the shoulder. “May their bond be as deep and everlasting as ours.”

			“Yes, but without the codependency, identity crises, and major fights that have led us here,” I said.

			“Nonsense,” Aveda sniffed. “Without those, we wouldn’t be who we are. And I like us very much.”

			“Sweet or egotistical?” I said with a laugh. “I’m not sure which way to go.”

			“I’ve earned the right to be egotistical,” Aveda said. “And anyway, on a white man, that would just be called confidence. Hmm, what’s taking her so long?”

			Aveda raised a very ego—sorry, confident hand and knocked on the door.

			“Shelby?” she called out. “Answer the door—we’re worried!”

			We heard more rustling and muttering on the other side of the door. Then a loud bang, punctuated by a string of very colorful curses.

			“Shelby?” I called through the door. “Are you all right in there?”

			We heard another string of curses. Then Shelby was flinging the door open, her shaggy hair falling over her eyes.

			“Hey,” I said, stepping forward and holding my arms out. “Come here. Tell us what’s—”

			I didn’t get any farther before Shelby collapsed into my arms, sobbing inconsolably.

			“It’s okay,” I murmured, stroking her hair. “It’s okay, honey, just . . . tell us what happened.”

			“We had a fight,” Shelby said, pulling back from the hug and mopping her runny nose with the sleeve of her ratty flannel shirt. “I started feeling gross from all that drinking and Taco Bell and she told me I was being no fun, and . . .” She trailed off, her face crumpling. “She left our room. And she didn’t come back. I fell asleep eventually, but her bed . . . it hasn’t been slept in.”

			Shelby gestured to the bed on the left side of the room, which was perfectly made. Actually, Pippa’s side of the room was neat as a pin—books in precise stacks on her nightstand, beauty products arranged in neat little lines. Not so much as a wrinkle present on her bedspread. In contrast, Shelby’s side of the room looked like it had been hit by a tornado, papers and books and candy wrappers strewn everywhere. Bedspread thrown to the side in a rumpled pile. Carpet Ball was sitting amongst the mess, a stalwart green blob. The room looked like the set for an all-new version of The Odd Couple.

			“Have you tried texting her this morning?” Aveda said, all business. I kept rubbing Shelby’s back, trying to soothe her. “How do you know she didn’t just spend the night with someone else? Like her new make-out partner, Natalie?”

			“I did text her,” Shelby said, pulling her damp flannel sleeves over her hands. “And when she didn’t answer, I actually went to Natalie’s room—but Pips wasn’t there. I’ve texted her other friends, too, and . . . nothing.” Shelby’s face crumpled again and she pressed her sleeves to her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said through sobs. “I just . . . I should have gone after her. And I already tried reporting this to campus security, but they won’t take it seriously until she’s been missing for forty-eight hours.” She lowered her hands and looked at us with wide, beseeching eyes. “What do I do?”

			“First of all, don’t fret,” Aveda said, drawing herself up tall. “Eliza and I have tons of experience dealing with missing persons and bizarre happenings.”

			“Y-you do?” Shelby said, cocking her head at us. “Like, other students? At your previous TA gigs?”

			“Something like that,” I said, shooting Aveda a warning look. “In any case, that does sound strange and we of course want to make sure Pippa isn’t in danger—it’s part of our TA duty.”

			Now it was Aveda’s turn to shoot me a look.

			“Is it possible she went back to the party? It was still going when we finished our Taco Bell. Maybe she passed out in the rec room?” I continued. “Did you look down there?”

			“Actually, I didn’t,” Shelby said, perking up. “Ohmygod. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that, Pippa will sometimes just fall asleep in random places. Like class. Or the dining hall. Or after one of my crew meets, we found her passed out in the boat, snoring away. I still don’t know how she got there.”

			Shelby was already out the door, marching down the hall, pulling her flannel tightly around her. She nodded firmly, as if trying to convince herself this was definitely the solution. I kind of hoped it was, too, but I couldn’t stop that feeling of deep-down dread that was percolating in my gut. When you’re used to battling weird-ass occurrences on the regular, you get used to the idea that whatever seems like the simplest, most mundane solution to something is almost never the actual solution.

			I also couldn’t stop guilt from flooding through me—maybe if I’d been more observant last night, maybe if I hadn’t gotten swept into the party antics, maybe if I’d stayed with them a little longer . . . well, maybe I’d have a better clue as to where Pippa was. I couldn’t help but be reminded of the last time I’d gone to a dorm party, coming home and finding Bea with that blazing fever.

			I needed to remember that we were here on a mission. I couldn’t lose sight of that.

			I was determined to protect these students from ghosts and lying administrators and whatever else might be lurking in all the shadowy corners of Morgan.

			“Come on!” Shelby yelled at Aveda and me. She was already halfway down the hall. “Let’s go—it’s part of your TA duty, right?!”

			“I guess that’s our new catchphrase,” Aveda muttered.

			Shelby didn’t talk much as she led us down the maze of winding staircases to the rec room, pushing open the big double doors with gusto.

			“Oh . . . my,” Aveda said, blinking at our surroundings as we entered.

			The rec room was . . . well, “totally fucked up” would be putting it kindly.

			The long tables that had formed the makeshift bar were toppled over on their sides, the floral sheet “tablecloth” shredded and dotting the old carpet like sad confetti. The actual witches’ hat confetti was scattered everywhere as well. Empty plastic cups were littered across the room, stained fluorescent pink from last night’s punch. One of the couches had a big hole ripped in its upholstery, its stuffing spilling out in a way that made it look like it was barfing.

			Solidarity, couch, I thought. I know that feel.

			“Um,” Aveda said, “is this how it usually looks after a dorm party? Who’s responsible for cleaning all of this up?”

			“Pippa!” Shelby cried out, peering frantically behind one of the overturned couches. “Pips, where are you?!”

			Aveda and I exchanged a look. Pippa clearly wasn’t here.

			“Goddammit!” Shelby tried to flop onto the knocked-over couch, then seemed to remember it wasn’t really positioned so you could sit on it. She settled for flopping onto the floor next to the couch, looking utterly lost.

			“Shelby . . .” I crouched down next to her. Then just sat all the way down, because my not-college-aged knees could only take so much bending. “Keep breathing. Why don’t we try to remember some stuff from last night, hmm? Maybe that will help us figure out where Pippa might be.”

			“Wait . . .” Shelby’s eyes widened, and she reached for something behind the couch—a sparkly bit of jewelry glittering amidst the discarded cups. “It’s her bracelet,” Shelby said, clutching the bauble to her chest. “One of her special bangles. She’d never just leave this behind.” Shelby gazed out at the party wreckage, her voice plaintive and far away. “She’s just . . . lost. I don’t know what to do.”

			“Think back to the party,” Aveda said. She moved to sit down next to us, then made a face at the stained carpet—which, it must be said, was alarmingly sticky. She settled for grabbing one of the loose couch cushions and sitting on that. “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary? Especially about Pippa.”

			“No,” Shelby said, frowning into space and playing with the ends of her shaggy hair.

			“You actually did notice something kinda odd in the moment, though,” I said, giving Aveda a meaningful look. I had a hunch—because oddities that occur in the same place and time are often connected. And perhaps this was no different. Perhaps Pippa’s disappearance had something to do with the weirdness we’d talked about earlier. “You said it was strange that she was suddenly all about confessing her love for Natalie—that that was the only secret she’d successfully kept for a long period of time.”

			“Yeah,” Shelby said, meeting my eyes. “That was weird. She’s always talking about how she wanted the moment to be exactly right for that revelation and getting drunk on crappy punch and blurting it out in this gross basement didn’t seem very special to me. That’s one reason I tried to stop her.”

			“And did it seem to you like other people were acting weird last night as well?” Aveda said, picking up the thread. “Because Eliza and I, well . . . we found the whole party to be very high drama, but we weren’t sure if that’s just because we’re new here and hadn’t experienced a Mara Dash rager before.”

			“There was a lot of drama,” Shelby said. Her gaze seemed to be focusing more as she answered our questions, her mind forced to think about something other than her missing friend. “It did seem like everyone was extra stressed last night. Or maybe just extra, period. Our Taco Bell run was so nice—even though it was kinda late for me—because it was just a few of us. Talking.” She gave me a little smile. “But then, like I said, I started feeling gross . . .”

			“Right,” I said, that hunch still tickling the back of my mind. “When did you notice that?”

			“It was after all that Taco Bell. Well, really, it was after my fourth cup of punch,” Shelby said. “I remember because I downed a whole cup right before we went back to our room. I didn’t want to waste it. I . . .” She frowned. “You know, come to think of it, I felt weirder and weirder every time I had more punch. Do you think there was something strange in the punch?”

			“I’m starting to think that might be the case,” I said, connections fizzing through my brain. My eye went to the plastic cups littering the ground, those bright pink punch stains. It sounded like the punch had been magically spiked in some way—that’s where our hypothetical truth serum must have come from. “Do you know who made it? Maybe we can talk to them.”

			Shelby shook her head. “What does this have to do with Pippa?”

			“I just have a thought,” I said. “About weird things being connected.”

			Shelby frowned at the punch stains, toying with the ends of her hair. “I don’t know who made it.”

			“Was it the bartender?” Aveda speculated. “She seemed very enthusiastic about the punch. When she wasn’t being completely unhelpful and asking for tips.”

			“Who?” Shelby said, looking utterly confused.

			“The bartender,” I said. “You know, the girl who was standing back there for the whole party. Cute blue dress, flippy hairdo?”

			“And asked for tips,” Aveda repeated, unwilling to let that particular offense go.

			“I don’t know what you guys are talking about,” Shelby said, her confused look deepening. “There was no bartender.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			“WHAT THE FUCK!” Aveda snarled, throwing open our dorm room door. “Did we really just imbibe magically-spiked punch and hallucinate a whole freaking bartender?”

			“We hadn’t had anything to drink when we first met her—that’s why we met her,” I said, gently closing the poor, tortured door behind us. “Anyway, maybe Shelby just didn’t see her. Or maybe she wasn’t at the bar when Shelby was getting something to drink . . .”

			I frowned, trying to make sense of it all. Bits and pieces from the night before fluttered around the back of my brain. I thought I’d been making connections, but now I couldn’t quite get them to cohere into a clear picture.

			We’d sent Shelby back to her room with the suggestion that she keep asking around about Pippa’s whereabouts. She hadn’t seemed thrilled about that idea. I got the feeling that Shelby didn’t have a ton of friends outside of Pippa, or the desire to make friends, period. Pippa had become besties with her through sheer force of will. I tried to reassure her that we still didn’t know for sure if Pippa was missing. And then I’d sent about a dozen texts to Pippa, hoping against hope she’d answer. I couldn’t seem to stop worrying for both of them. I just wanted them to be okay.

			And I wanted Shelby to realize life could be okay. She seemed so sad, so unsure of everything. She really did remind me of Mouse Evie.

			We’d also managed to convince Shelby to give us Pippa’s bracelet, which we’d sent back to HQ for supernatural scanning—along with one of the punch-stained cups. I also asked Scott if he could use the bracelet to do a locator spell, try to find Pippa that way.

			“How can we find photos from last night?” Aveda said. “Surely some of those kids were taking them, hoping to capture a timeless memory.”

			“Social media?” I said. “This doesn’t seem like the kind of thing that would be documented in the school news.”

			“We’ll look on my phone, then,” Aveda said, cocking an eyebrow at me. “Since you refuse to enter our modern digital world.”

			“I used to update all of your accounts,” I retorted, taking her phone from her and pulling up Instagram. “That was enough to convince me that I do not want any of my life on the internet, period.”

			“Except some of it is, since you’re a big-deal celebrity now,” Aveda teased.

			“Yes, and notice I was all too ready to go into hiding as soon as the latest exclusive scoop broke,” I countered. “Maybe I’ll stay here forever—then Maisy can never write another story about me again.”

			I tapped on the phone screen, searching out Pippa and Shelby’s accounts. Neither of them had posted anything from the night before. I tried searching for Natalie David, but she was apparently too cool to even have an Instagram.

			Hmm.

			“How do we find more photos from this party if we don’t know the names of any other students here?” I said. “Did you get the names of the kids you talked to last night?”

			“First names, but I barely remember any of them,” Aveda said, studying the phone screen. “I was too busy, ah, enjoying myself. Let’s call Bea, this seems like her area of expertise. Oh, and you can ask her about looking for Julie.”

			“Yes!” I said, snapping my fingers. “Dammit, I still need to text Tess, too. And call Doctor Goo. Ugh . . . why do I keep forgetting things? Pregnancy brain?”

			“More like overwhelmed brain,” Aveda said, as I handed her my phone. “You were interrupted from those tasks by a very quickly developing investigation—remember what Shelby said last night? Have some of that compassion for yourself.”

			“Eh,” I said. “It’s hard for me to feel that way when I keep messing up.”

			Aveda raised an eyebrow at me, but let it go.

			I kept poking around on Instagram on Aveda’s phone, taking care to not accidentally like something and start a rumor that Aveda Jupiter was suddenly obsessed with memes involving cats dressed as circus clowns or something.

			“Hey, guys!” Bea grinned at us from the phone screen once again. “What’s up, does Aveda need help with those ‘science-y’ terms already?”

			“No,” Aveda said, giving her an indignant look. “I will have you know I successfully educated plenty of the developing minds of Morgan yesterday with no help whatsoever.”

			“Oh god,” Bea groaned. “I don’t think Evie is going to be the one burning down important school structures this time around.”

			“It’s about something else,” I said, ignoring that. “How do we find pictures from last night’s dorm party on Instagram? We still don’t know many of the, er, ‘fellow kids.’”

			“You guys went to a dorm party?” Bea hooted. “Man. I wish I could have witnessed that.”

			“A private, casual event like that wouldn’t have a hashtag, would it?” Aveda said, giving her a look.

			“Actually, it might,” Bea said, chewing thoughtfully on her lower lip. “I gotta admit, this ghost gig is super fascinating to me, so I’ve been doing a little research on the locale. Morgan College is known for being intimate and very tight-knit, like a big sorority—and the people who go there are really proud of going there.”

			“Really?” I said. “Provost Glennon told me they were having image issues.”

			“That doesn’t seem to be the story with the current student body,” Bea said. “I could see them making up their own hashtags for every single event, no matter how niche.”

			“How do we go about finding that?” Aveda said, tugging at the end of her ponytail in frustration. “That’s like trying to guess someone’s password—only it’s for a sprawling group of people, so you can’t just start with their birthday or whatever.”

			“Passwords are easy to guess no matter what,” Bea said cheerfully. “Scott keeps trying to lock me out of his Netflix so I won’t mess up his preferences every time I go on an anime binge, but I know he’s always gonna choose Aveda’s birthday as his password, so—”

			“So anyway, where should we begin?” Aveda said, rolling her eyes. “Please notice that I’m not asking which of my accounts you’ve illicitly logged into, Beatrice.”

			“You’ll never know!” Bea sang out. “I actually wouldn’t go hashtag to start. The simplest thing to try first would be the location—search for posts that are geo-tagged to the college, or even specifically to the dorm.”

			“Good idea,” I said, navigating to the search bar and tapping in “Mara Dash Hall.” Instagram took me to a location page, which then took me to all the most recent posts that had been tagged to the dorm. “There are quite a few photos from last night’s party,” I said, nodding as I scrolled through. “Let’s see if we can find the bartender . . .”

			“Ooh, is the bartender the supervillain?” Bea crowed. “Are you guys already wrapping up this case?”

			“Not sure yet—on either count,” I said, my gaze still trained on the stream of photos. There were endless group selfies: students laughing together, drinking together, having a good time. Pictures of people dancing around the rec room. At least one shot of “Eliza and Angelica” singing their hearts out with the caption “Our new TAs are karaoke BAMFs!”

			“Ooh, we look fierce,” Aveda said, peering over my shoulder. “And look how well we’re maintaining our glamours!”

			“We are,” I agreed. “We look exactly like, er, them.”

			“Ugh,” Aveda said, her voice twisting with annoyance. “But why did nobody take a photo of the bar? The punch? Anything in the area we actually need to see?”

			“Here’s one,” I said, holding on a photo that featured a girl smiling broadly and toasting the two punch bowls with her cup. “And . . .” I zoomed in on the area behind the bar. Which was decidedly empty. “There’s no one there.”

			“Maybe that was a moment when the bartender stepped away or was just out of the shot?” Aveda said.

			“The bartender was pretty much glued to that spot the whole time we were there,” I said. “Until we looked over and she was just . . . gone.”

			“But does that mean we imagined her?” Aveda said. “I mean, again, we hadn’t even had any punch when we first saw her.”

			“Hey, check Stories,” Bea piped up.

			“I don’t know what that means,” I said.

			“Oh my god, Evie, you are so social media inept!” Bea shrieked. “We need to talk about this in our next joint therapy session. They’re those little snippets at the top—people post them and they go away after twenty-four hours.”

			“Yes, I’ve posted many of the unique fight moves Lucy and I have created together in Stories,” Aveda said. “They’re extremely popular. Here, the girl who posted this photo has some up . . .”

			She tapped her matte black nail on the girl’s avatar, and we were greeted by a series of images from the party—they followed the same pattern as the other photos we’d seen, students dancing and laughing and having fun. The last picture was a wide shot of the rec room, really showing off the full range of chaos. I saw myself—well, Eliza—squashed into the corner couch, Pippa gesturing dramatically at me with her punch cup while Shelby stared into space. And behind us was the bar with its two punch bowls and no one behind it—wait.

			I brought the phone closer to my face, scrutinizing the image. Then it abruptly disappeared from view.

			“Where’d it go!” I exclaimed, shaking the phone.

			“It’s Stories, Evie!” Bea said, giving me a massive eye-roll. “You’re only supposed to look at it for a second, it’s temporary, ephemeral—”

			“Here, trade phones with me,” Aveda said, passing me the Bea phone. She took her own phone back from me and tapped on the screen. “We can get it to come back, we just have to go through all of this girl’s party pictures again.” She tapped on the screen a few times, the girl’s documentation of the dorm party flying by until we landed on that last picture. “Okay,” Aveda said, pressing her finger to the image. “If I tap on the photo like this, it will hold for us—what do you see?”

			“It’s right . . . there!” I said, jabbing my index finger at the spot behind the bar. “Do you see it—or am I hallucinating again?”

			Silence fell between us as Aveda scrutinized the picture. I turned my phone toward the image so Bea could see it too.

			“Holy shit,” Bea breathed out. “Is that . . .”

			“Yes,” Aveda said, tapping her nail against the small part of the image we were fixated on. It showed, right behind the punch bowls, a smudge of a figure—the dark-haired bartender. Looking eager and ready to talk up the punch, her hair-flip bobbing excitedly.

			But there was another element we hadn’t noticed in person: a faint blue aura that emanated from her form.

			“That,” I said, jabbing the image with my finger, “is a motherfucking ghost.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			AVEDA AND I spent a good hour trying to find another photo of our ghost bartender, to no avail. I did manage to accomplish a couple of other things, however. I finally texted Tess, asking how they were doing and if I could stop by their room later. And I made an appointment with Doctor Goo, who graciously accommodated me at the last minute. I jetted over to her office before classes so she could run a bunch of tests—and she very warmly assured me that I was fine, the baby was fine, and it didn’t look like I’d fucked anything up. I also asked if she could test my blood for possible supernatural elements, which she agreed to—but with the caveat that it would take longer, and the results might be inconclusive.

			And after all that, I managed to return to Morgan before I needed to don my TA persona once again.

			I was shocked to find that I had not, in fact, been fired or reassigned from Richard’s class. So I tried to play it cool, doing my best not to interrupt his lecture this time. I noticed he was less gasbaggy than usual, casting frequent curious looks my way. I just pretended to be absorbed in the fake notes I was going through. I’d managed to convince him—at least momentarily—that I was Eliza Takahashi, and I didn’t want to do anything else to blow our cover.

			Pippa was, of course, absent, and Shelby had apparently decided to take the day off too. I found myself casting long looks of my own at both of their seats.

			After reconvening in our dorm room, Aveda and I spent the rest of the day digging around online, trying to find information on the bartender ghost, and I checked in with Bea about calling Bay Area hospitals in an effort to locate Julie.

			Unfortunately, both of those leads were dead-ending. Bea texted after a few hours that she hadn’t found anything yet, and Aveda and I couldn’t locate any other bartender photos from the party, or any mentions in the many articles detailing all the Morgan College hauntings. Nothing about a ghost frequenting Mara Dash dorm parties. And Tess still hadn’t texted me back. I texted them, Shelby, and Pippa again to check in on them all. I was trying not to worry too hard about Pippa since we still didn’t know if she’d decided to hole up somewhere or what, but I couldn’t stop the anxiety ball in my gut from spinning out all the worst-case scenarios.

			By the time dusk rolled around, we were both climbing the walls.

			Or to put it more accurately: Aveda was climbing the walls. I was ready to face-plant and pass out for a few blessed hours, my pregnant body once again reminding me that I needed to take better care of myself.

			“I’ve sent every scrap of info we know about Julie to Bea,” I told Aveda, stifling a yawn as I plopped onto my bed. “Julie has an Insta she doesn’t update very much, but I figure maybe Bea can use her young-person research methods—in addition to calling all the hospitals—to help us track her down.”

			Aveda smirked at me. “When did we stop being the young persons? Er, people.”

			“As you’re always pointing out to me, I was never a young person,” I said, rolling my eyes at her. “Stick-in-the-mud Evie, isn’t that what you used to call me? Anyway, if we’re truly dead-ending, maybe we should turn in early and sleep the Odinsleep. My pregnant ass is tired as fuck.”

			Aveda stopped in her tracks and cocked her head at me, wheels turning. Her Idea Face was back. “Evie,” she said slowly. “I had a thought.”

			“Why do I already feel like I’m not going to like this,” I groaned.

			“Remember that red-haired woman at the reunion, the one with the nametags?” she pressed. “She kept talking about how there were all these noises and unexplained occurrences at the library build site. Maybe we should—”

			“No.” The word flew out of my mouth before I could stop it. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the violent stab of resistance that shot through me at the very idea. “I mean, I don’t remember the library being one of the famous haunting sites, you know? And it wasn’t part of either of the incidents Provost Glennon suggested we look into.”

			“I know,” Aveda said, measuring every word carefully. “But we’ve already established that we can’t trust Provost Glennon—and that you don’t necessarily know all the ghosts around here. You’d never heard of the bartender either.”

			I shrugged. “I think our time would be better spent pursuing the leads we’ve established.”

			“Which is kind of nothing right now,” Aveda said, throwing her hands up in frustration. “Why not pursue this? Why not—”

			She was interrupted by her phone buzzing on the nightstand.

			“Oh, look, Scott’s calling,” she said, picking up her phone and waving it in the air like she’d just won a prize. “Maybe he’ll save us from all this dead-ending—do not fall asleep!” she yelled at me, noticing my drooping eyelids. “This could be important. And we’re not done talking about the library.”

			She hit the answer button and Scott’s face filled the screen.

			“What’s up, college girls,” he said, flashing us that easy grin. “I’ve got an update for you. We’ve scanned and tested everything and interfaced with Rose’s team—”

			“And?” Aveda said, impatient.

			“And there is some kind of supernatural energy present in everything,” Scott said. “The bracelet, the punch cup, the areas where your ghosts have appeared. But it’s not like any energy we’ve seen before—it’s weird and dark and chaotic. Nate needs to do some more in-depth analyses.”

			“Is that what he’s doing right now?” I couldn’t help but ask. Nate hadn’t responded to the text I’d sent earlier. At all.

			“No, he’s doing some . . . other analyses,” Scott said, his eyes shifting to the side. “I dunno. You know that guy, he’s always doing something.”

			“Mmm hmm,” I said, deciding to let it go for now.

			“Sorry, that’s not a lot of info for ya,” Scott said. “And I tried the locator spell, but came up empty. That doesn’t mean your new friend Pippa is definitely missing—my locator spells are always a little wonky. I was actually calling about something else as well, though. Did you guys get a package?”

			“Hold on,” Aveda said, bolting for the door. Sure enough, there were two big boxes sitting outside our dorm room, which she toted inside.

			“I think you’ll get a kick out of what’s inside,” Scott said, grinning. “It arrived at HQ the other day and I needed y’all to see it in person.”

			“Wait, there are two boxes,” Aveda said, her brow furrowing in confusion. She scrutinized the label on one of them. “This one is . . . oh.” Her face turned bright red, realization dawning in her eyes. “Um, this one is a present I got for Evie. So the other one must be what you sent.”

			“What present?” Scott asked. “Special baby gift?”

			“It’s kind of a private best friends sort of thing,” Aveda said, her face flushing further.

			“What?” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t remember—”

			“Shhh.” Aveda gave me a pointed look. “We’ll discuss it later.” She turned back to Scott. “Um, let’s see what you’ve sent.”

			“Please, open it now so I can see your reactions,” Scott said. “A mere photo cannot capture its majesty.”

			Aveda and I exchanged a look . . . then pounced on the box at the same time.

			“What in the world?” I said, diving through the foam pellets to find a pair of plastic-wrapped outfits. I handed one to Aveda, then began unwrapping mine. I pulled out a t-shirt with a factory-fresh iron-on of a cartoon duck. A pair of jeans. And a wig of dark curls that looked suspiciously like my actual hair.

			“Is this for me to dress up as myself?” I said, turning the wig over in my hands. “I don’t get it.”

			“No,” Aveda said, holding up a wig with a long, black ponytail. “These are our officially licensed Team Tanaka/Jupiter Halloween costumes—oh my god!” Her eyes lit up, her grin stretching from ear to ear. “Look at that, Evie, now everyone can dress up as us! Imagine an army of Aveda Jupiters marching down the street!”

			“Terrifying,” I said.

			“Hot,” Scott said.

			“I love it!” Aveda crowed, putting the Aveda Jupiter wig on her head. “Thanks for sending these, sweetheart! My day is made.”

			She and Scott made a few more kissy sounds at each other and hung up, while I just stared at the wig in my hands, wondering when my life had gotten so weird.

			“Okay,” I demanded, once Scott’s face had winked out of view. “What’s this special best friend surprise you ordered for me?”

			“I sort of forgot about it,” she said, nudging the package toward me with her foot. “Just, um. Open it. Maybe when you see it, you’ll remember . . .” She shifted her gaze away from mine, refusing to meet my eyes.

			I ripped open the box, pawed through yet another layer of foam pellets, and unearthed one of the most disturbing things I’d ever seen.

			“Aveda Jupiter,” I said, pulling it from the box. “What. Is. This?”

			The thing I was holding consisted of a few scraps of red lace strung together with what looked like red dental floss. It had a strangely voluminous cape attached to it, also red. And it came with a sparkly gold tiara and a pair of thigh-high red pleather boots.

			“Ummm,” Aveda said, her eyes shifting from side to side, “remember last night, during the Taco Bell feast? When I blurted out your Nate secret—which I did apologize for, remember—and then Pippa suggested we order you a sexy Halloween costume to spice things up? I chose, um . . .” She covered her face with her hands and mumbled something I couldn’t make out.

			“What?” I said, batting her hands away from her face.

			“Sexy Superheroine!” she yelped. “I’m sorry. In the moment, it seemed right. Blame the punch!”

			I shook my head, and stared at the skimpy costume, unable to stop the giggles bubbling up inside me. “I . . . that’s . . . I mean, this will make me look like a wannabe vampire on a budget. But Annie, I have to ask, how does this go with my hot stranger desk sex fantasy? Since you mentioned that when you were ordering.”

			“Oh, yessss,” she said, her gaze shifting to the side again. “Well, um. There’s actually something else in the box. Or there’s supposed to be.”

			I went diving through the foam pellets again and pulled out another packaged costume kit. This one contained a silky cream blouse, a black pencil skirt, thigh-high stockings, a garter belt, and skyscraper high heels. Oh, and a pair of fake glasses.

			“Sexy Lady Professor?” I said incredulously, reading the label. “How do they think lady professors dress?”

			“See, I thought it could be like a two-part thing—because in your desk sex fantasy with the mysterious stranger, you were a grad student, doing professor-y things—”

			“And I don’t think I ever wore heels or a pencil skirt while doing so—”

			“And then after all the desk sex, you could transform into your current self. A superheroine! Swooping in to save the day. Er, Nate’s penis. Whatever!”

			“Wow,” I said, surveying the array of fashion before me. “I can definitely say Nate will be surprised.”

			“Oh, he will be,” Aveda said, reaching over to touch the barely-there lace of the superheroine costume. “Maybe it will shock him out of his current state, Evie—you don’t know!”

			“How do I put this one on?” I said, holding the superheroine outfit up in front of me. “I can’t actually tell.”

			“I think you have to, like, step into it,” Aveda said, studying the costume. “Is that a leg hole? Or an arm hole? Or, um, a hole for something else . . .”

			“There’s definitely a lot of hole access,” I said, my giggles finally erupting.

			I clutched the costume to my chest, doubling over. Aveda collapsed into laughter too, and we both just stood there for a moment, laughing until tears streamed down our cheeks.

			“Oh,” I said, wiping my eyes. “I needed that . . . whatever that was. Stress relief.” I grinned at her. “And thank you. I don’t know if this will serve its intended purpose, but it’s sweet of you.”

			“You’re welcome. And I just had an idea,” Aveda said, her eyes sparking with renewed excitement.

			“I told you,” I said, setting both costumes down on my bed. “I don’t want to go to the library.”

			“Not the library,” she said, jabbing an index finger in the air. “A different idea.”

			She grinned at me, her gaze turning shrewd. Her wig was still plopped on her head, making her look like some bizarro version of herself with a crooked ponytail.

			I sighed.

			Somehow, I had a feeling there was no Odinsleep in my immediate future.
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			Fifteen minutes later, I was sitting in the damp grass of the courtyard, cursing myself for not pushing Aveda harder on the whole going to bed early thing. I really needed to listen to the advice I’d given Shelby about boundaries.

			Then again, I couldn’t seem to stop myself from worrying about Pippa and Julie, both missing in different ways. Shelby, devastated she couldn’t find her friend. Tess, who still hadn’t texted me back. What if they were missing too? I made a note to find their room tomorrow, even if it was invasive.

			Aveda’s brilliant idea was for us to hang out in front of Morgan Hall and see if the courtyard ghost might make itself known again. She was disguised as Angelica, saying she wanted to practice holding the glamour. I’d left my Eliza glamour behind—maintaining it sucked the last bits of energy I had, and it was late and dark and the only person who might see us was a ghost.

			It was almost midnight, an easy time to sink into the shadows. We’d positioned ourselves underneath the sprawling branches of a twisted old tree—not a twinkle light in sight. Even the stars were being shy, that layer of city gray and smog infiltrating campus and making the sky murky. Morgan Hall rose up in front of us. In total darkness, it looked less like a stately castle and more like an abandoned countryside manor—the kind of place with a hidden attic and more than a few skeletons in the closets. I swore I heard a faint howling emanating from its walls, but Aveda told me it was just the wind.

			I burrowed more deeply into the folds of my unflattering oversized jacket, trying to stave off that biting chill that always seemed to linger, even when the wind had passed on. And I tried not to let my gaze wander over to the library build site, which was looking extra menacing in the dark, its shadowy edges flickering in and out of sight as the clouds covered the moon. A shiver ran up my spine.

			Then the bell tower chimed midnight, its ominous alto song ringing out across the courtyard and rattling my bones. I hugged my jacket more tightly around me.

			“Okay,” I said, turning to Aveda and firmly telling myself to stop shivering. “Now explain to me why we’re just sitting in the hopelessly damp grass in the courtyard, getting our butts all wet. I do not love this whole wet butt thing College Girl Angelica apparently favors.”

			“College Girl Angelica doesn’t love it, either,” she hissed. She was also shivering—mostly because she still insisted on wearing her cool leather jacket. “But we’re gonna sit here until the ghost comes out and see if it talks to us—because you said it talked to Shelby, right?”

			“Yes,” I said, replaying my drunken conversation with Shelby from the night before. God, that seemed like a lifetime ago. “Shelby said that not only did it talk to her, it said something really personal. Something that targeted the specific vulnerability she’s been feeling lately, and just, like . . .” I made exploding motions with my hands. “Boom.”

			“What was that?” Aveda said, giving me an amused look. Or at least I thought it was amused. It was too dark to tell.

			“That was, like, a feelings explosion sound,” I said, making the motion with my hands again. “The ghost made all of her pent-up feelings come out.”

			“Hmm,” Aveda said, still studying me. She wriggled around on the grass, trying to find a comfortable, less damp position. “Maybe you should try to have your own feelings explosion—with Nate.”

			“I thought you wanted me to be a sexy superheroine and swoop in and save his penis,” I said, poking her in the ribs.

			“I do,” she said, scootching away and giving me an annoyed look. “But I also think you could tell him all the stuff you told me earlier. About how you’re feeling overwhelmed, why you’re afraid of what will happen when the baby’s here. Show him that you’re worried, too.”

			“I can’t,” I said, shaking my head vehemently. “He’s so worried, Annie, and that would only make it worse.”

			“I’m just saying, maybe if the two of you felt like you were in this together, you wouldn’t be so at odds,” Aveda said.

			We sat there in silence for a moment, both of us shivering, the dark weighing down on us like a heavy blanket.

			“Evie,” Aveda said slowly, her whisper cutting through the quiet. “The two of you have one of the most fairy-tale connections I’ve ever seen. There were times, especially in the beginning, when I was unspeakably jealous—I thought I could never have something that perfect.”

			“Clearly it’s not perfect,” I muttered, picking at a wet blade of grass.

			“Perhaps not completely,” she said. “But that’s life—and it doesn’t mean the two of you aren’t meant to be. I know you’re upset with each other right now, but take a step back: he’s worried because he loves you. He can’t imagine life without you. And he’s never really . . . had anything in life in terms of meaningful connections with people, you know? Not until you. And you don’t want to show him you’re worried because you don’t want to add to that—you feel smothered, yes, but you also can’t stand the idea of causing him any pain. You’re trying to take care of him, to protect him, but that means you’re discounting your own feelings. Remember what Pippa said last night: how you feel is important, too.”

			“I . . .” I forced myself to stop playing with the wet grass and put my hands in my lap. My eyes had filled with tears again. These hormones just wouldn’t quit. But the thought of causing Nate any pain was enough to send a sharp stab of fear through my entire being. He’d been hurt so much in his life. I hated to see him hurt—and I really couldn’t stand the idea that I was the cause.

			Right now, I was most definitely the cause.

			“It’s sweet that you’re both trying to protect each other, in a way,” Aveda pressed, her voice gentler than I’d ever heard it. “But you don’t have to protect him from your own feelings, Evie. Have a feelings explosion with Nate. I mean, after you do all your sex fantasies. Talk it out, like . . .” She made the exploding motion with her hands. “. . . boom.”

			Just then, I heard a noise.

			“What was that?!” I whisper-shrieked, looking around frantically.

			“That was me,” Aveda said, elbowing me in the side. “I was making a feelings explosion sound—”

			“Not that,” I hissed. “I heard a noise.”

			“What noise—”

			“Shhhhhh!”

			We both fell silent. I held my breath, waiting for—

			Crack

			“That!” I yelped. “It sounds like someone stepping on a branch or a pile of leaves or—”

			“Shhhhh!” Aveda whispered.

			Crick-crack

			“What is it?!” I whispered, scanning the darkness.

			I didn’t see anything. Well, anything except for a vast expanse of grass and trees and shadows and darkness and nothing moving, but—

			Crick-crack, crick-craaaaaack!

			“Gaaaaaaaah!” Aveda shrieked, leaping to her feet. Even in the darkness, I could see her positioning her body in a fighting stance. “Where are you, ghost?! Show yourself!”

			“Er . . . yeah!” I bellowed, scrambling up. I stood next to her, arms outstretched, ready to call on the fire if I needed to. “We’ll take your haunted ass down!”

			Craaaaaack!

			The sound rang out through the courtyard and we both screamed.

			“Good lord . . .” a voice murmured in the dark.

			I hesitated, lowering my arms. That voice sounded very . . . human. And also very familiar. Unpleasantly so.

			“Hello, ladies,” Richard said, stepping out of the shadows. He shook his head at me in infuriatingly smug fashion. “Evelyn Tanaka. I knew that was you.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			“WHY ARE WE here?” Aveda grumbled, settling herself into the squashy couch in Richard’s living room. He’d invited us over to his cozy campus cottage, hoping to hear more about our “adventures in collegiate superheroing.”

			“We need to make sure he’s not going to blow our cover,” I muttered, keeping my voice low. Richard was in the kitchen, humming to himself and preparing a pot of tea. He knew I hated tea, which I thought tasted like dirty water, but he’d always believed prolonged exposure to his beverage of choice would turn me into a fan. “And he might be able to tell us something about the recent ghost attacks. Shelby and Pippa are in his class, and now we know Julie was, too. And he’s taught here forever. He probably knows a lot about campus lore.”

			“Hmph, this is not the kind of ghost-hunting activity I had in mind. Or the fun collegiate activity I had in mind, come to think of it,” Aveda huffed, sitting back on the couch and crossing her arms over her chest. Her ponytail was a bit askew, her sneakers even muddier from stomping around the courtyard. She actually looked like the college kid she kept wanting to be, even though she’d dropped her Angelica glamour once we were back at Richard’s. “And what’s with all the closed doors,” she said, gesturing around the apartment. “What’s with that especially forbidding-looking one next to the bathroom? Does he have a Bluebeard’s chamber in here or—”

			“Well, well, well,” Richard interrupted, bustling into the living room with a tea tray. “What an unexpected delight. Or should I say semi-unexpected, since I knew you were lurking around campus, Evie. The way you came for me in class the other day . . .” He set the tray down on the coffee table in front of us and gave me the tiniest of golf claps. “It was so wonderfully familiar. You used to question my taste in literature all the time, do you remember?”

			“Not really,” I said dryly, thinking back to Mouse Evie, who almost never challenged Richard, no matter how awful he was being. “I remember you lecturing me on why your old white man books were clearly superior to anything I liked, but usually you just made whatever you said the last word on the matter. So there was nothing left to discuss.”

			“Ha!” Richard actually said the word “ha.” Out loud. Instead of just laughing. “Then perhaps it was the particular opinion you stated. You always took your connection to certain stories so personally. In any case, when I gave you so-called lectures during our courtship, I was merely trying to provoke your brilliant mind, my dear. To get you to express your deepest analyses. It seems that in the intervening years, you’ve developed a talent for pushing back, for arguing most . . .” His lips curved into the secret smile he used to give me whenever things started heating up between us. “. . . passionately.”

			“Gross.” The word flew out of my mouth before I could stop it. Aveda snorted. I glanced over at her—her face was screwed up in that way that meant she was trying to shove down a laugh.

			“So tell me,” Richard said, plopping a couple sugar cubes into his tea, “what are you doing here, Evelyn? I know your work has you investigating the various supernatural escapades of the Bay Area. Are we the latest recipient of your superhero protection?”

			I bristled at the way he said “protection,” a perfect cocktail of amused and condescending. He made it sound like we were two kids running a lemonade stand instead of, you know, the most powerful superheroine duo in the world.

			“We are on a mission,” Aveda said, shooting me a sidelong glance. “But it’s very top secret.”

			“That’s right,” I said, trying to figure out what we needed to reveal to him. “We’re undercover as grad students—we’re using glamours to alter our appearances a bit. So we’d appreciate it if you’d be discreet, and not tell anyone else about this. The officials at Morgan have asked us to look into some of the, ah, odd recent occurrences here on campus.”

			“The ghosts,” Richard said, lifting his teacup in my direction. Neither Aveda nor I had touched the wretched dirty water substance. “I’ve heard rumblings about that, even though the college has tried to keep it somewhat quiet. I’m the kind of professor students feel they can really confide in, you know. Something about my relatable demeanor.” He flashed me a grin and I resisted the urge to repeat my “gross” assessment.

			“Have any of the students who encountered these ghosts confided in you?” Aveda said.

			“You must mean Shelby,” Richard said. “I heard a bit of chatter about her and the courtyard ghost floating about. I don’t believe Shelby confides in anyone—she is an odd individual. Very insular, keeps to herself. Pippa has befriended her, although to be honest I think most of their relationship is Pippa talking and Shelby grunting back at her.”

			“What about Julie Vũ?” I pressed. “She was in your class too, right?”

			“Hmm, yes,” Richard said, sipping his tea. “I was sorry she’s elected to leave school for now. But what does she have to do with any of this?”

			“She also had a ghostly encounter—that’s why we were hired,” I said. “I guess no one’s ‘confided’ in you about that one.”

			“They haven’t,” Richard said, giving me an indulgent smile. “Provost Glennon told me Julie withdrew due to a family emergency.”

			Hmm. That lie again from Provost Glennon.

			“So I’m afraid I can’t help you there,” Richard continued. “Julie has a lot going on in her life, and she has a younger sister she cares for as their parents aren’t in the picture. I wasn’t entirely surprised when she withdrew for the term. She was barely holding it together as it was.”

			“Then what are the rumblings you’ve heard?” I said, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. Well, not really trying that hard. I felt like my usual filter was malfunctioning. Maybe I was still under the influence of whatever supernatural truth serum had been in the punch. “Because we only have campus security reports for two of the most recent incidents, which have supposedly been different from past hauntings.”

			“I’ve heard that the ghostly woman in the horse-drawn wagon has been appearing far more frequently,” Richard said, clearly relishing knowing something we didn’t. “A sighting nearly every night—at least until Shelby.”

			“Has anyone else had an encounter with the wagon woman that’s like Shelby’s?” Aveda said. “Where the ghost interacted with her?”

			“I haven’t heard that,” Richard said. “The buzzings I’ve heard are mostly along the lines of the usual hauntings—the passive hauntings, where she simply rides by.”

			“You’re familiar with the term ‘passive hauntings’?” Aveda said, cocking her head at him. “Is everyone at this college up on all the latest ghost terminology?”

			“Certainly not,” Richard said with a chuckle. “But I’m more current than most, I suppose. My paramour is the faculty advisor of the college’s ghost-hunting society. That’s why I was in the courtyard tonight—as the wagon woman ghost hasn’t shown up since the encounter with Shelby, my paramour asked me to see if she’d turn up tonight.”

			“Wait, what?” I said, trying to process . . . well, so very many things about all the words he’d just said. Apparently this ghost-hunting society wasn’t as secret as we’d initially thought.

			“Oh, Evelyn,” he said, that indulgent smile appearing again. “Did you think I’d never gotten over you?”

			“I’d say it was pretty clear you’d gotten over me after I caught—um, I mean, heard you were fucking someone else,” I shot back. “I don’t think we even technically broke up, it just kind of ended after that.”

			“Well.” His smile tightened. “It appears you got over me just fine. I saw the coverage of your marriage in the local news periodical, with your handsome fellow. And I understand congratulations are in order?” He gestured to my stomach. “I just read that bit.”

			“Uh, right. Thanks.”

			Ugh. Fuck you very much, Maisy.

			“Let’s back up,” Aveda said. For once, she was the one trying to employ that soothing, placating tone—usually I was Good Cop. “Your, uh, paramour—who is she?”

			“Ms. Leonora Quinn,” he said, smiling at us as if this was supposed to mean something. “She’s the head of the Ethnic Studies department—”

			“Wait, this is the white woman who’s head of Ethnic Studies?” I exclaimed, remembering Pippa’s commentary.

			“And she also runs a ghost-hunting society?” Aveda said, raising a brow.

			“Indeed, indeed,” Richard said, beaming with pride. “She is a very accomplished woman, an old soul—I felt such an instant connection with her. And she’s taught me so much about the history of this campus. I had no idea, for example, that the woman in the wagon is Morgan College’s oldest known ghost, with sightings going back to the school’s beginnings.”

			“That’s a long time to haunt a place,” Aveda mused.

			“Indeed.” Richard nodded and sipped his tea. “Her story—what the ghost-hunting society has been able to piece together of it—is quite melancholy. Her two small children got lost during her wagon train’s expedition, and then she herself disappeared when she broke off from the rest of her party to go look for them. She was by herself, so no one knows what happened to her.”

			“Richard,” I said slowly, “do you or your, er, paramour know anything about a bartender ghost who haunts Mara Dash dorm parties? And possibly serves people some kind of supernatural truth serum?”

			“That doesn’t sound familiar, I’m afraid,” he said, fiddling with his teacup.

			“Then would it be possible to speak to Leonora?” I pressed. “We need to get more information on all the ghostly legends on campus—you know, stuff that goes beyond the standard information that’s out there. Stuff from people who have been researching every last corner of this, and know things no one else does.”

			“Ahh, I’ve always loved the spirit with which you approach academic research,” Richard said, nodding approvingly at me as if I’d just correctly answered a question in class. “At this hour, I’m afraid my paramour is otherwise engaged. She’s an early riser and tends to turn in at eight p.m. on the dot every night. But . . .” He hesitated, using his spoon to scoop up the last bits of sugar at the bottom of his teacup and pop them in his mouth. For some reason, that habit had always grated on my nerves. “If your ghost haunts Mara Dash, then I might know of a way you can learn more about them. If you’re up for a little late-night adventure, that is!” He flashed us what he probably imagined to be a rakish grin.

			“Oh, we’re always up for adventure,” Aveda said, giving him an imperious look. “Just please be apprised that if you do anything to hurt my best friend again, Mr. Richard, Morgan College will have an all-new ghost—yours.”
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			Richard ended up leading us back to Mara Dash. In contrast to the sonic blast of last night’s party, the dorm was now silent and completely dark, making it look especially haunted. The stone path leading up to the heavy wooden doors was shrouded in shadow, giving off a sinister air that all but ordered you to turn back. Our footsteps echoed off the forbidding gray tile of the foyer with skittery little click-click-clicks. And a sickly sense of dread seemed to ooze from every musty corner, but especially that unused fireplace—in the darkness, it looked like a gaping mouth, caught in a silent scream. Ready to swallow you whole.

			“Ugh, why are we letting an annoying white man lead us into a total haunted house situation?” Aveda hissed in my ear. “This is the beginning of every Lifetime movie, and I’m pretty sure it ends with at least one of us getting murdered.”

			“Good thing you already threatened to murder him, then,” I whispered back.

			“This way, ladies!” Richard called out, not bothering to lower his voice. “My paramour told me about a hidden nook in this place that may have the information you want.”

			“Let’s keep our voices down,” I said, giving Richard an admonishing look (that he probably couldn’t even see because it was so dark). “We don’t want to wake any of the students.”

			He responded by theatrically lifting an index finger to his lips. Even in the darkness, I could see Aveda giving me a look: what did you ever see in this guy?

			It was a fair question. There must have been something between us at some point, but honestly . . . what the hell. Mouse Evie may have thought herself practical, but she clearly had no common sense.

			Richard led us over to the main staircase—a spiral contraption of twisty, rusty metal that looked like it was about to fall apart. Of course it creaked with every step, once again punctuating that eerie silence.

			I had a flash of that déjà vu again as we crept up the stairs. What would my life have been like if I’d lived here, on campus, in this dorm? Would I have made lifelong bonds with fellow students, friendships forged in the fires of two a.m. hallway conversations and shared laundry quarters? Would I have gone to parties, developed a sense of fun instead of maturing into the stick-in-the-mud who felt massively guilty whenever she fell down on her responsibilities even a little bit? Would I have possibly discovered better romantic prospects than my condescending professor?

			It was impossible to know. But as we walked up the stairs, I tried to picture it. Just for a moment. I wasn’t even sure why.

			“Here’s our stop,” Richard said, once again not bothering to whisper.

			We stepped into a long, dark hallway that ended in a shadowy nook of a room, framed by a pair of those old casement windows. I could make out that these windows had arched tops that almost gave things that old cathedral vibe again, but the room’s sheer smallness refuted that—it felt more like a slightly more elaborate hobbit hole, buried in this oddly shaped dorm.

			“This is the Quiet Room of Mara Dash,” Richard said, as we shuffled into the nook. He reached over and felt along the wall, his brow furrowing. “And the light doesn’t work.”

			“How convenient,” Aveda said, giving him side-eye.

			I blinked a few times, trying to get the specifics of the room to come into focus. I could make out a lot of dark, scratched-up wood surfaces with Gothic-style architectural flourishes—a curlicue here, a carving there. Two desks in the middle of the room. And the walls were lined with towering built-in bookcases stuffed to bursting with a jumble of dusty old tomes. The room itself was also an odd shape—almost like a triangle, the wall opposite the windows ending in a weird point, a mini-angle. Probably due to the dorm being built into a hill.

			“Here we are,” Richard said, using the flashlight on his phone to illuminate the room a bit more. Somehow, that single beam of light amidst the darkness made the room even creepier. “As my paramour tells it, the students who lived here back in the fifties started writing down bits of college lore and history specific to Mara Dash and storing it in this room,” Richard said. “It’s not especially organized and it’s not something that’s necessarily common knowledge, it’s more like a fun hidden surprise for anyone who discovers it. Students have been finding it every year and adding new information.”

			“Wow, that’s really cool,” I said, scanning the rows and rows of decrepit-looking books. “But does that mean we have to hunt through all of this to find the right volume?”

			“Ooh, are we about to pull an all-nighter?” Aveda said, her eyes sparking with interest. “Another true collegiate experience! How exciting.”

			“Not all of these are student-penned volumes of lore,” Richard said. “Some of them are just regular old books. I’ve heard the lore tomes are mostly located on the bottom right shelf in the corner over there.” He swept an arm toward a particularly dusty-looking area. “So we at least have a starting point.”

			“Excellent—you can leave this part to us, Professor,” Aveda said, giving him an officious nod. “We thank you for the tip, but this is where the official superheroing work begins, so we’ll take it from here.”

			“Nonsense,” Richard said, giving Aveda a grin that was way too self-satisfied, considering all he’d done was lead us to one potential source of not necessarily reliable information. “I’m enjoying this little adventure so very much, and my knowledge of the college is quite extensive, even if I don’t have my paramour’s paranormal insights. I will very likely be able to provide valuable context to whatever information you might find.”

			Aveda frowned. “That’s completely unnecessary—”

			CLANG

			We all jumped at the sudden, jarring noise that rang out through the dorm. Aveda whipped toward the door, her body going automatically into a fighting stance.

			Rustle rustle CLANG CLAAAAANG

			“That’s probably just a late-night drunk straggler trying to sneak in all stealthy-like,” I murmured.

			“Maybe,” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. “But as a superheroine, it is my sworn duty to investigate, just in case something is amiss. You stay here and protect Captain Privilege.”

			“I heard that,” Richard said, giving her an attempt at a jovial wink.

			“You were meant to,” she said dryly, then slipped into the darkened hall.

			We stood there in silence for a moment, waiting for more creepy sounds.

			“All right,” I said, once it seemed that no more clanging was happening. “Shall we . . . ?” I gestured toward the dusty corner of books.

			Richard led us over with his phone flashlight, and we crouched down next to the shelf. I reached out to grab a weathered green leather tome—and recoiled when my hand connected with a whole mess of cobwebs.

			“Yeesh,” I said as I attempted to brush them away. Their light gossamer whispered over my skin, sending shivers up my spine. “I think this corner has been a little neglected as of late.” I finally managed to brush away enough of the cobwebs to pull the book free. As I cracked it open, Richard leaned in next to me, holding his phone up to illuminate the page.

			“Thanks,” I murmured, my eyes scanning the spidery handwriting covering the crumbling pages. Some of it was faded and not entire legible, but bits stood out—accounts of students’ first days moving into Mara Dash, complaints about various teachers who were either too hard or too easy with their grading, confessions of secret crushes. Scanning over it made me feel like I could hear all these voices echoing in from the past, painting a picture of what it was like to live and study here—what it was like to find yourself during that heady period of life where anything is possible, but everything feels insurmountable.

			“This is fascinating,” I said, running my fingers over the chaotic mix of handwritings. “But I don’t see anything about ghostly encounters or weird occurrences in the dorm.”

			“Indeed,” Richard said, leaning in closer. “Perhaps another volume?”

			I closed the green book and cast my gaze at the crowded shelf, my heart sinking. How many of these would I have to paw through before finding something?

			“Ah, yes,” Richard murmured, shifting his light toward the shelf. “I recall that this was your least favorite part of academia, Evelyn: sifting through reams and reams of material just to find that one scrap of helpful information that would support your thesis.”

			I turned toward him, ready to retort—and saw that his expression was actually affectionate and teasing, not the smug, superior grin I’d been expecting. His blue eyes always took on an especially sparkly cast whenever he looked at me like that. I seemed to recall that was how he’d looked at me right before we’d kissed for the first time.

			In spite of, well . . . everything in my entire being that was so repulsed by him, I felt my heart skip the tiniest of beats. I shook my head, turning back to the shelf. These pregnancy hormones were really messing with my head.

			“You’re right,” I conceded, refocusing on the shelf. “I hated digging through a bunch of shit just to find one little thing that might make it into my final paper.” I ran my fingertips over the book spines, hoping one of them would just tell me what to pull off the shelf. I settled on a particularly thick book with a red cover, taking it from the shelf and flipping through it.

			More tales of crushes, loneliness, and mean professors. I flipped faster.

			“You were good at it, though,” Richard said.

			“Um, what?” I said, unable to hide my surprise.

			“Why is that so shocking?” he said, laughing a little.

			“Because you would fight me so hard on every little thing!” I exclaimed. “You thought all my analysis was garbage, surface, facile—and our encounter in class yesterday didn’t exactly convince me that your views have changed.”

			“I pushed you because you were brilliant—you still are,” Richard said. “I thought you had the potential to be one of the leading lights in academia, and I wanted you to get there—to greatness.”

			“Well . . . thanks,” I said, turning back to the book. I honestly had no idea what to do with that. My brain was humming away, trying to process. Every day at grad school had been such a battle; in the end, I had been unconvinced I was ever going to win. But Richard seemed to think I could have.

			Or he was just saying that because he wanted something from me.

			“Wait, there’s something,” Richard said, waving his phone at the book. “A mention of cocktails. You said we were looking for a bartender, yes?”

			I homed in on the scribbles at the top of the page.

			Here are some of the words I swear I overheard her say as she brewed her concoctions: “I will get her to tell the truth, I know she feels the same way. Maybe a new cocktail will make her feel inclined to do so? I’ve been experimenting with bitters lately . . . and bitter is how I’m going to feel if she doesn’t confess . . .”

			I frowned, re-reading that last section. A girl obsessed with the unvarnished truth, talking about making people drinks . . .

			This was sounding all too familiar. I turned the page, eager for more—and was met with a section of jagged bits of paper where a whole chunk of the book had been ripped out.

			“What the hell?” I murmured, running my fingertips along the rough edges of the torn pages.

			I leaned in to get a closer look.

			And then everything went black.

			“Oh, blast!” Richard exclaimed, just as his phone flashlight went dark. “My apologies,” he grumbled. “My battery just died.”

			“Let me . . .” I fumbled around in my jacket pocket, trying to find my phone. Then realized I’d left it back in my and Aveda’s room. “I guess I can take this book back to my room, right? Given the cobwebby state of this part of the Quiet Room, I don’t think anyone will miss it.”

			I tucked the book under my arm and got to my feet. The room was really pitch-black now, and I couldn’t see anything. A wave of vertigo swept over me, and I got that pre-barf feeling I’d grown all too accustomed to over the past couple months.

			“Evelyn?” I heard a rustle of movement as Richard stood up and reached over to cup my elbow, steadying me.

			My mouth suddenly felt dry and the nausea was sweeping over me in queasy waves—like if I moved even a millimeter, I’d definitely throw up on all of these books. I closed my eyes, trying to center myself. I didn’t want to vomit in the Quiet Room, but I also didn’t want to vomit on Richard, who would most definitely never let me forget it.

			“Are you all right?” Richard said, gently turning me to face him.

			I stared into the darkness, trying to make out his features. His voice sounded genuinely concerned, free of its usual pompous cadence. In spite of myself, I leaned into his touch, his hands resting on my shoulders . . . and tears sprang to my eyes. What the fuck. Were my hormones really that hard up?

			But . . . no. It was the uncharacteristic kindness, the tenderness in his voice that was bringing out the tears. It made me realize just how deeply, how fully I missed that in Nate.

			I missed him so fucking much . . .

			“Evie?”

			Before I could clock the fact that Aveda was calling to me from the doorway, light flooded the room, rendering everything way too bright. I shut my eyes instinctively, seeing nothing but spots cascading through darkness.

			When I finally opened them, I nearly collapsed in shock. Aveda was standing by the entrance, her hand on the now-apparently-working light switch. And standing next to her was the last person I expected: Nate Jones. My big, beautiful husband, looking thoroughly out of place in the creepy, tweedy environs of a probably haunted women’s college.

			“Nate,” I began—then realized he had a full-on glower going and it was firmly trained on something directly to my left. Or someone.

			And then I realized that Richard’s hands were still on my shoulders, holding me steady and giving the impression that we were about to engage in some kind of romantic clinch.

			“Why, Evelyn,” Richard said, his tone faux-jovial—and back to its usual pompous state. “Is this your beloved?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			I TOOK A massive step away from Richard, putting as much distance between us as possible. His hands slipped off my shoulders and fell to his sides.

			“Yes,” I said, trying to discreetly brush away the remaining tears in my eyes. If Aveda and Nate thought Richard had just made me cry . . . well, he would be a ghost, just as Aveda promised. “Richard, this is Nate, my husband.”

			“Ah, the famous Nathaniel Jones,” he said, giving Nate a way too broad smile. “I’ve seen your photo in the paper, of course, when everyone was covering your blessed nuptials to this incredible woman.” He winked at me, which only made Nate’s glower intensify. “You’re a very lucky man.”

			“I’m aware,” Nate muttered.

			“I’d best be off,” Richard said, his expression overly bright, striding toward the door. Perhaps he realized he was on the verge of enraging a hulking mass of a man easily twice his size.

			I saw Nate’s hands fisting at his sides and hastily crossed the room as Richard headed back down the stairs.

			“Hey,” I said, touching his arm, trying to get him to turn his glower away from the stairwell. “What are you doing here?”

			“Ooh, that is a story!” Aveda exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “Come on, we’ll head back to our room, I’ll tell you all about it. And . . . did you find something?”

			She gestured to the red book I was still clutching.

			“Maybe,” I said. “But a bunch of pages are torn out, and . . . well. You’ll see.”

			“Let’s go,” Nate said, still frowning at Richard’s departing back. His tone was unreadable and his face was a cold mask—I wasn’t sure what he was thinking. Except that he maybe wanted to murder Richard.

			Join the club.

			We filed down the stairs and back to our room. Once we were inside, Aveda started chattering away, bursting to share what had happened.

			“So I saw these movements in the foyer, like a shadow creeping around, and I thought it might be a ghost or a burglar or some other kind of evil.” Aveda grinned at Nate and me as she shut the door behind us, her eyes flashing with excitement. “I positioned myself behind a couch, ready to pounce. The shadow moved toward me and then I leapt out from behind the couch—”

			“It was terrifying,” Nate interjected, his tone dry.

			“—and then I realized mid-leap that it was Nate prowling around the dorm!” Aveda crowed. “He was the one making all that noise we heard! But I couldn’t exactly stop leaping, so I just kind of crashed into him and we ended up making a whole lot more noise. You must have heard us all the way up in the Quiet Room, Evie!”

			“I didn’t,” I admitted.

			“Oh.” Aveda’s smile dimmed a bit. She was in her most Theatrical Aveda Jupiter mode, digging into her tale with gusto. Obviously trying to soothe the tension. “Well. Anyway. Nate’s here!” She gestured to him in a “ta-da!” type of way. “I’ll leave you two alone for a bit, maybe see if there’s a gym around here. Or just run around campus. I really need to blow off some steam after all that late-night adventuring! Or . . . I know, I’ll check out that book you took from the Quiet Room!” She snagged the big red book from where I’d just dropped it on the nightstand. “Maybe I’ll do all of these things at once, even.”

			And with that, she was gone, leaving nothing but awkward silence behind her.

			“So,” I said. I shucked off my big jacket and sat down on my bed, trying to think of what came after that. Nate’s impressive glower was still firmly in place. And while it wasn’t trained on me, exactly, I knew he was fixated on that image from the Quiet Room. Richard and me, locked in an almost-romantic clinch.

			“Why are you here?” I finally said, looking up at him and trying to get him to meet my gaze.

			“I was worried about you,” he said, his expression darkening further. “You left me that . . . rather alarming message. But when I tried to text and call, you never responded—”

			“I did respond,” I protested. “I said I’d call you later.”

			“Which you didn’t,” he said. “So I texted Aveda, who said you were fine.”

			“I am.” I gestured to my obviously uninjured body. “See, everything’s all good, no need to worry. Why didn’t you believe Aveda?”

			“Because you and Aveda always protect each other—which includes keeping each other’s secrets.”

			He sat down on the bed next to me with a whump, frowning.

			“True,” I said. “But I really am fine. We’ve just been busy—this mission has gone in all sorts of weird directions and last night was kind of out of control—”

			“Out of control how?” he said, alarm registering in his eyes. “You promised you’d stay safe, take care of yourself—”

			“And I am,” I said, trying to keep the snap out of my voice. “We went to this party, did karaoke, I had some non-alcoholic punch, which ended up containing some kind of supernatural truth serum—”

			“What?!” he exploded. “From that cup you and Aveda sent over to be tested? And you didn’t think to tell me—”

			“I’m sorry!” I yelped. “I just . . . look.” I ran a hand through my tangled hair and resisted the urge to scream. Frustration was bubbling through me like lava, thick and toxic. “I went to Doctor Goo as soon as I thought there was something wrong, and she assured me everything’s fine. She’s also doing further tests on my blood for supernatural components. And yes, I should have called you about that or tried harder to get ahold of you—I’m sorry. Aveda and I were running around all day trying to follow all these leads, and . . . and . . . I don’t know, Nate, we left things pretty badly last time you were here. We kind of weren’t talking, period. Things are just tense between us. And I hate that, but I can’t figure out how to fix it.”

			I sat back against my pillow, slightly winded, my shoulders slumping. Despite getting all that out, I felt defeated. Because it was true. I didn’t know how to fix it. I had no idea.

			He deflated then, his glower dissipating into something softer. He looked so lost. My heart clenched. There was that tenderness, the gentle heart he kept hidden away beneath so many layers of gruff.

			He was hurting right now, and I didn’t know how to fix that, either.

			“I don’t know how to talk to you,” he said slowly. “Every time I try lately, it seems to go wrong. I can’t find any of the right words to tell you . . .” He trailed off, shaking his head.

			“Tell me what?” I sat up and scooted closer to him, putting my hand on his arm. “Baby, what’s happening with you? Is this about Shasta again?”

			“I . . . no.” He shook his head vehemently. “I haven’t heard anything more about Shasta being back. Perhaps it was a false alarm. Rumors coupled with my own overly anxious imagination.”

			I squeezed his arm, encouraging him to keep going.

			“I think after our last conversation, I realized that you’re not pulling away—I’m pushing you away,” he said. “I am being overprotective, I am smothering you. I know these things logically, but I can’t seem to stop. I can’t just stop worrying about you, Evie. And I’ve never been so worried for you in my life.”

			He buried his face in his hands, his shoulders slumping further. I moved my hand to his back, stroking my palm over his shoulder blades. Trying to comfort him.

			“I understand that,” I said softly. “I really do. Nate . . . I’m worried, too. I want this baby—I still know that, deep in my bones. But I’m also . . .” I took a deep breath, trying to put into words all the things I’d been scared to say to him. That feelings explosion Aveda had been talking about. “I’m terrified,” I finally managed, my voice very small. “I don’t know if I can do this. If I can handle everything. And now I’m also worried about all the students here. I’ve gotten to know some of them, and I’m scared about all the bad things that might happen to them. The college isn’t looking out for them at all. One’s hurt, one might be missing . . . I’m just scared all around. And I’ve been afraid to show you any of that, because I don’t want you to worry more. I hate that I’m causing . . . any of what you’re feeling. I hate it.” My voice broke on the last word and tears filled my eyes.

			He looked up, his gaze intense. Now he wasn’t looking at me like a fragile specimen—he was really looking at me, his dark eyes piercing my soul.

			“I miss you,” he said, his voice low and charged. And I knew he didn’t just mean for these past couple days.

			My heart clenched again.

			“I miss you too,” I said, brushing that wild lock of dark hair off his forehead. We were very close now and I had that feeling of being surrounded by him—his solidness, his intoxicating rainstorm scent. I felt a stab of longing low in my belly, so visceral it took my breath away.

			So I closed the last few millimeters of space between us and kissed him. He groaned low in his throat—a sound that reverberated through my entire body, stoking my longing even more. I ran my greedy hands over his shoulders, thrilling at every hard ridge of muscle, everything I hadn’t been able to touch in what felt like forever. Then he pulled me into his lap, his arms going around me. Never breaking the kiss. His hands slid under my shirt, the heat of his palms against my bare skin making me shiver. I teased his lips open, stroking my tongue with his. I felt insatiable. The pregnancy hormones were turned all the way up again, and he hadn’t touched me this way in so fucking long and was this really finally happening—

			“Wait!” I yelped, breaking the kiss.

			“What?” He was breathing hard, his eyes wild. “What’s wrong? I thought you wanted to . . .”

			“I do,” I hastily assured him. “Believe me, there is nothing in the whole entire world I want more. I, uh, just remembered something I need to do first. Wait here. Don’t move. Oh, and . . .” I searched his face. “Are you sure you want to do this? You’re not worried about my blood pressure? Because as much as I want this—”

			Shut up, my pregnancy hormones screamed at me. You’re ruining it!

			“As much as I want this,” I repeated, shooing my hormones to the side, “I don’t want to worry you. I really, really don’t.”

			He gave me a slight smile, looking like he was trying to focus on my words. But he was still breathing hard and his eyes kept drifting to my lips. “Doctor Goo said it’s all right, didn’t she?” he managed. “And I should trust her. I should trust you. I did not mean to make you feel as if you are incompetent in some way, or like you can’t handle your mission here. I am trying to work through my . . . issues.”

			I jumped up and put my hands on my hips. “Then like I said: wait here. I’ll be right back.”

			I marched into the tiny dorm room closet and rifled through various piles of clothes until I found what I was looking for—the boxes Aveda and I had shoved in here earlier.

			The Sexy Superheroine costume was not easy to put on, but after much trial and error, I figured out what limb went where, what each hole was actually for. Thin ribbons went over my shoulders and held two minuscule scraps of red lace over my nipples. More ribbons were attached to those scraps, leading down to another bit of lace covering my crotch. Yet more ribbons laced across my torso and criss-crossed a few times, making me look like an enticingly wrapped birthday present. I removed the cape, which seemed like it was only going to get in the way. But I put on the tiara and the thigh-high boots. Why not?

			There was no mirror in the closet, so I wasn’t sure if the whole contraption actually looked “sexy.” But it definitely looked “pretty damn close to naked,” and I was confident Nate would find that part appealing.

			I took a few deep breaths, adjusted things, made sure all the lace scraps were in place.

			Then I flung the closet door open and stepped out.

			“Hey,” I said. “I got this little surprise for you.”

			I realized, belatedly, that I had no idea how to stand in this thing to actually get it to stay in place. If I leaned just the wrong way, it was going to bunch up weird or accidentally expose something or simply turn into a big old mess.

			Nevertheless, I pressed onward.

			“What do you think?” I continued, my voice husky.

			He was speechless, his eyes widening, his breath speeding up. His gaze locked on me, darkening in that way that meant he was only thinking of one thing. That he could only think of one thing.

			“Come here,” he said, his voice even deeper than usual.

			A thrill raced up my spine and I made a big show of walking over slowly—also so I wouldn’t trip on one of my stiletto-heeled boots and fall on my face. That was definitely not sexy.

			When I reached him, I put my hands on his chest and gently pushed him farther back on the bed, so his back was against the wall. Then I climbed onto his lap, straddling him. His hands went to my hips—and I noticed they were shaking a little.

			“Wh-what is this?” he managed, toying with one of the thin ribbon straps.

			“It’s my Sexy Superheroine Halloween costume,” I said, resting my hands on his shoulders and maneuvering myself firmly against that growing hardness I felt pressing between my legs. “And I’m only wearing it for you. Do you like it?”

			“I . . .” He slipped a finger underneath the ribbon strap, stroking my skin. “I like you naked. And this is pretty fucking close. So, yes.”

			He slid the strap down my shoulder, leaning in to kiss my neck. His mouth was hot and hungry, his teeth grazing my delicate flesh.

			“Oh . . .” I sighed, leaning into it. After being deprived of his touch for so long, I was overwhelmed, shockwaves coursing through my entire body, already getting me so close . . .

			“You taste so fucking good,” he growled, running his big hands up my back, his fingertips plucking at the ribbons wrapped around my torso. “God, I’ve missed you.”

			“Keep doing that,” I whispered, barely able to get the words out. “Keep your mouth on me . . . just . . . like . . . that . . .”

			His lips moved lower, nibbling my collarbone, every touch making me want him more. Then his thumb brushed the lace over my nipple and I moaned, pressing myself even more firmly against him.

			“Hey!” Someone in the room next to ours banged on the wall. “Keep it down over there, I’m trying to study!”

			“Oh!” I clapped my hand over my mouth, my face flushing. “I . . . I forgot we’re in such close quarters.” I glanced down at the narrow twin bed. “And this is probably gonna be hard to maneuver in. I’ve never actually had dorm room sex. Aveda would probably say this is another classic college experience I’m having for the first time, and oh god, what if Aveda comes barging back in, I forgot to put a scrunchie on the door—”

			“Evie.” Nate cocked an eyebrow at me, amusement dancing through his eyes. He ran his hands over my hips, his touch feather-light, tracing irresistible patterns. Then he leaned in again, brushing his lips against my ear. “I thought you wanted to fuck.”

			He drew out that last word, making it sound extra filthy. Heat flashed through my entire body and any thoughts of the annoyed person in the next room and the tiny twin bed and Aveda interrupting us flew out of my head.

			“I-I do,” I gasped.

			He pulled back, studying my face, and reached up to cup my cheek. His hair was tousled, his lips a little swollen. But it was his eyes that captured me, like they always did. They were dark and wild, and he looked like he wanted to devour me whole. There was always something completely intoxicating about seeing Nate—usually so gruff and formal and serious—looking like he was about to completely lose control.

			“You’re beautiful,” he said.

			And then he leaned in and pressed his mouth to my neck again.

			“Do you have more costumes?” he asked, his breath hot against my skin.

			“Yes,” I gasped. “I mean, uh . . . I do have more. One more. It’s a Sexy Professor costume. Aveda actually got it for me. It’s because of this fantasy I have . . .”

			“Fantasy?” His mouth moved lower, his teeth nipping at the slope of my breast. “Tell me about that.”

			“I . . . uh . . . a little distracted right now,” I said, my voice high and breathy.

			“Tell me about it,” he said, his tone low and commanding. “And I’ll keep doing this.”

			And then he slid that scrap of lace aside and slipped my nipple into his mouth.

			“Oh . . . oh god . . .” White-hot heat engulfed me and I felt like I was about to explode. “It’s . . .” His teeth scraped against my nipple and I cried out, leaning into it, wanting more. Wanting him.

			The fact that I was basically naked, writhing against him, and he was still fully clothed . . .

			I moaned again, overwhelmed with desire.

			“Keep talking,” he murmured against my skin.

			“I, um . . . it was something from my grad school days,” I said, my words spilling out in a rush. “Involving a hot stranger and nighttime and my office and my desk . . . getting fucked against my desk . . .”

			“What was it you liked about that?” he said, his hand going to the small of my back and pulling me harder against him. “What did you want out of it?”

			“I . . .” I closed my eyes, leaning into the sensation of his mouth on me, his cock pressed against me. I could barely keep a single thought in my head.

			“Tell me,” he insisted, his voice rough.

			“I was always so . . . so overwhelmed at grad school. Trying to keep my life together. It felt like I had neverending responsibilities and someone was always asking me for something and I was so . . . so tired. All the time. I was tied up in knots suppressing my fire power and I always had to be so in control of everything—there was no other option but to be in control of everything. I just wanted someone else to be in charge, just for a minute. To know exactly what I wanted and . . . and to take care of me.”

			“And you never got to fulfill this fantasy?” he said.

			“N-no,” I managed, as his tongue traced my nipple. “I tried to get Richard to do it, but he never—”

			“What?” Nate’s head jerked up, his face clouding over. “This fantasy involved Richard?”

			Fuck.

			“No,” I said hastily. “Of course not. I mean, I told him about it because we were sleeping together, but—”

			“It was something you wanted to do with him. Something you imagined doing . . . with him.”

			“I guess? But only because he was there. I didn’t . . .”

			“Evie . . .” He frowned, all of that intensity and desire from before dissipating on the spot. He gently removed me from his lap, setting me back on the bed. His expression was back to being distant and unreadable.

			“I . . .” He shook his head, staring into space. Looking lost again. “I can’t do this right now.”

			“Nate.” I laid a hand on his arm. His demeanor had changed so fast. “What just happened? We were having such a good time. Why are you . . . Richard repulses me now. I’ve tried to tell you that. I don’t know why you can’t accept—”

			“Why I can’t accept that you were hanging out in the dark with your ex, looking like you were about to . . .” He shook his head again, as if trying to get free of the image. “The way he was looking at you—he still feels something for you. And now you’re telling me he was part of this sexual fantasy you’re still thinking about—”

			“He’s not part of it!” I protested.

			I slid the flimsy ribbon strap up my shoulder, trying valiantly to pull the scraps of lace back into place. I felt ridiculous—almost naked in my sad little costume, nipples hanging out, a heady mix of frustration and hormones raging through me again. Why was he letting this get to him? Why . . .

			“Nate,” I said, my voice plaintive. “Can we please just go back to . . .”

			“No.” He frowned at me, his expression hardening. “You’re still keeping secrets from me. And . . . and I think you keep wanting us to have sex because you think it will magically fix everything between us. But it won’t, Evie. I can see that now.”

			“Then let’s talk about this,” I blurted out. “Why can’t we just . . .”

			I trailed off. What, exactly, did I want us to do? I wrapped my arms around my body, a sudden chill sweeping over me. I wished I hadn’t ripped off the cape part of the costume.

			He studied me, his anger dissipating, only to be replaced with something much worse. Now he looked . . . sad.

			“I think,” he said slowly, “it might be best if we spent some time apart. You finish your mission here. I’ll go back to HQ. And perhaps we can talk at a later date. We should check in about the baby, of course. But talking about us always seems to end badly at the moment.”

			“How can you do that?” I protested. “How can you just go all cold like that?”

			“I’m not being cold. I’m being logical.”

			“Nate.” I looked up at him beseechingly, still feeling foolish in the sad scraps of my “sexy” costume. “How can you just . . . go? Remember when we first . . . when we first started. You were so all in. From the very beginning. You never wavered, you were just all in. Why . . .” My voice wobbled and a tear slipped down my cheek. “Why can’t you be all in now?”

			He regarded me for a long moment, a muscle in his jaw twitching. Like it was taking the strength of every cell in his body to hold himself together. Then he leaned over and brushed a soft, sad kiss against my forehead.

			“I am,” he said, getting to his feet. He regarded me for one moment more. “But I’m not sure you are.”

			And then he was gone.

			I gathered the remnants of my sad, skimpy superheroine costume around me and sobbed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			I WAS STILL a sniveling mess when Aveda returned. I had at least managed to downgrade from sobs to pathetic little sniffles, and I’d kicked off my boots and wriggled myself under a blanket so I was no longer totally exposed to the elements.

			“Evie?” she said softly, her brow furrowing as she took in my crumpled form. “Hold on . . .”

			I turned over on my side, facing the wall. I heard her rustling around, opening our mini fridge, the scrape of a knife against something . . .

			And then a pickle slathered with peanut butter and sprinkled with furikake was shoved under my nose.

			“Here—eat,” she ordered, her voice taking on that imperious Aveda Jupiter cast. “And then tell me what’s wrong.”

			I took the pickle from her as she settled in next to me and took a bite, trying to focus on the soothing crunch, the mix of flavors, tangy sour and creamy sweet and just a little salt exploding on my tongue. Aveda sat there silently until I’d finished the whole thing.

			“So I guess your romantic reunion with Nate ended up being totally unsexy,” she said, her tone softening. “I expected to see at least one scrunchie on that door—instead there are none. Zero scrunchies, Evie!”

			“You’re only supposed to use one,” I whispered, my voice snuffly. “One says, ‘I’m doing sex, don’t come in here.’ You don’t just keep adding scrunchies to show how much sex you’re having.”

			“Oh.” Aveda sounded puzzled. “Well. That’s how it should be, though.”

			“A whole new scrunchie rating system for dorm sexytimes—we should have folks get right on that,” I said, trying for a laugh. It came out bitter and vaguely snorty.

			“Turn over and look at me,” Aveda said, jiggling my shoulder. “And let me know if I have to murder Nate or what.”

			I flopped to my other side, pulling the blanket tightly around me. Aveda took in the remnants of my sexy superheroine costume—the sad little ribbons sliding down my shoulders, the tiara that was now tangled in my hair—and cocked an eyebrow.

			“He didn’t like the costume?”

			“No, he did.” I shoved down a sob. “He just . . . I . . . well, I’m actually not totally sure what happened. He seems to be jealous of Richard. And then he said we needed some time apart and—”

			“Whoa.” Aveda held up a hand. “How can he be jealous of Richard?”

			“I don’t know,” I said, the sob rising in my throat again. “I just . . .” The sob came out fully, and I swiped at my eyes, unable to hold back tears.

			Aveda stroked my hair while I cried, gently smoothing out tangles and keeping the same, rhythmic motion. She removed my sad tiara and set it on the nightstand.

			“I think you need extra support right now,” she declared, pulling out her phone and tapping on the screen. “Let’s get Lucy on the line.”

			“What? Annie, no, don’t bother her, she’s on her honeymoon—”

			“Hello, loves!” Lucy interrupted me, her face filling the screen. She looked sun-kissed, relaxed. Her golden brown hair was tousled, the blonde bits more vibrant than usual. And she had a bright purple flower tucked behind her ear.

			“Oh, no,” I said, burrowing under my blanket. “Look what a good time she’s having, look at . . .” I hiccupped, tears filling my eyes.

			“Evie?” Lucy leaned in, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

			“Marital woes,” Aveda said. “They’ve been communicating badly—ow!” She glared at me. “Did you just smack my arm?!”

			“I said we shouldn’t bother her!” I hissed.

			“Anyway,” Aveda said, rolling her eyes and scooting farther away from me on the bed, “the latest is that Nate’s being weird because he’s jealous of Richard for some unfathomable reason. Will you please tell her everything will be okay? You have the ability to sound much more reassuring than I do.”

			“Ah.” Lucy gave me a gentle smile. “Whatever’s happening, darling, I’m sure you and Nate will work it out. Just remember: sometimes when someone gets mad about something seemingly silly, it’s really about something else underneath. Something that person might not even be aware of yet.”

			“Yes!” Aveda said, jabbing her finger at the screen. “That’s exactly right.”

			“Great,” I said, my voice raw, hoarse. “So there’s something else Nate’s probably mad at me for—something I don’t even know about. Worst mystery ever.”

			“That’s not exactly what I meant,” Lucy said. She paused, pursing her lips, as if carefully considering her words. “The two of you didn’t date that much before you got together, yes?” she said slowly. “You didn’t really get to have that typical twentysomething sowing of wild oats experience—and neither did he. And then you both fell completely in love with the first person either of you were serious about. Which is very lucky.” She gave me a soft smile. “But that also means . . . well, perhaps there are love-related complications coming up you haven’t experienced before, enhanced by the recent big changes in your lives.”

			“Right,” Aveda said, nodding vigorously. “Like, maybe Nate’s having petty jealousy over Richard simply because he’s never loved anyone the way he loves you. So when that feeling comes up, he doesn’t know how to handle it. It’s irrational, and he is very rational—but he can’t just stop feeling that way, he can’t science his way out of it. So it completely upsets his equilibrium.”

			“Very astute!” Lucy said, giving her an approving grin. “Aw, you and Nate are like babies yourselves, in a way! You both had to be grown-ups at an age where most people are anything but. So now you get to deal with all of those little puppy feelings and high drama most of us experience much earlier.”

			“It really is like we’re all in college,” Aveda said. “Nate, too.”

			“I . . . that kinda makes sense,” I admitted, toying with the silky edge of my blanket. “But what do I do about it?”

			“That’s something you have to figure out, love,” Lucy said with an elegant shrug. “But you will, I’m sure of it.”

			“Thanks, Luce,” I said, still snuffling. “Go back to your honeymoon, okay?”

			“Ta, darlings,” she said, blowing us a kiss. “Keep me updated.”

			Then she winked out of sight.

			“I have a thought,” Aveda said, studying me intently. “Let’s get your mind off the Nate problem. Perhaps if you’re thinking of something else, the solution will become clear.” She gave me a hopeful smile. “For instance, I could show you what I found in that creepy book while you were initiating an unsuccessful pregnant lady seduction.”

			“You really know how to make a girl feel better.” I sat up more fully, pulling the blanket tightly around me. She grabbed the big red book we’d taken from the Quiet Room off the nightstand and flipped it open.

			“Now,” Aveda said, her brow crinkling as she switched to business mode. “The section right before the torn-out pages is particularly interesting.” She opened the book to the part where the pages had been ripped out, then flipped back. “Give it a read.”

			I leaned in obligingly, squinting so I could make out the cramped, spidery writing.

			The girl who became a ghost didn’t start out that way—one supposes they never do.

			“Well, yeah,” I murmured to myself. “Most of us don’t start out dead.”

			“There is some rather florid writing on display,” Aveda said. “Nobody can match angsty twentysomethings when it comes to drama.”

			I smiled slightly as I refocused on the page.

			Legend has it that she was quite the artisan, creating new concoctions for her loved ones out of the most disparate of ingredients—sprigs of mint coupled with fresh strawberries. Orange peel swirling in the depths of the darkest bourbon.

			“Those ingredients don’t seem super ‘disparate’ to me,” I said. “They actually sound pretty complementary, no?”

			“Again with the drama,” Aveda said, shaking her head. “If I was this writer’s teacher, I would definitely have some feedback about purple prose and needlessly enhancing your writing to make a point.”

			This was the gift of her love. But then, one day, all of that changed . . .

			“Oh, shit,” I hissed. “Now things are getting good.”

			Here are some of the words I swear I overheard her say as she brewed her concoctions: “I will get her to tell the truth, I know she feels the same way. Maybe a new cocktail will make her feel inclined to do so? I’ve been experimenting with bitters lately . . . and bitter is how I’m going to feel if she doesn’t confess . . .”

			I turned the page—and realized I’d reached the section of torn-out pages, just as I had earlier that night. Someone didn’t want us to read whatever came next.

			“Dammit!” I exclaimed, flipping through the pages again, just to make sure.

			“I know!” Aveda shrieked, smacking the book with the palm of her hand. “What a cliffhanger, right? But on the plus side, this annoying person with the penchant for making her friends ‘artisanal’ but actually kind of pedestrian sounding drinks—”

			“—sounds like our eventual ghost bartender,” I finished.

			“Exactly!” Aveda crowed. “And it can’t be a coincidence that the rest of her story’s been torn out just as she shows up at a dorm party.”

			“We don’t know when it was torn out, though.” I ran my fingertips idly over the jagged spots where the pages had been ripped. “No one we’ve talked to seems to know anything about a ghost bartender—and we haven’t been able to find anything about her in the stories about Morgan’s ghostly lore. Maybe this book has been this way for years.”

			“True.” Aveda stared into space, thinking hard. “We need to find someone who knows her story. Like, her full story. What happened to her after she peeled her last orange?”

			“And how does this connect to Pippa’s disappearance?” I mused. “Because I’m thinking it must—do we have anything else on the bracelet yet? Scott said they were doing further analyses, right?”

			“I don’t think so,” Aveda said. “That’s really a Nate thing, which . . . you know what, why don’t I just ask Scott to ask Nate? That seems better for everyone right now. Healthier.”

			“Our household’s definition of ‘healthier’ has some issues,” I muttered.

			My phone buzzed, and I reached over to grab it, still turning this latest clue over in my mind.

			“Maybe that’s Nate texting you, realizing the error of his ways,” Aveda said, nudging me. “And now you can ask him directly about those analyses!”

			A slight flutter of hope bloomed in my chest—and was instantly replaced by dread. What could Nate and I talk about that wouldn’t lead us down the same path, to misunderstanding and frustration and hurt? Even asking about something purely scientific seemed fraught.

			I glanced down at the screen, almost afraid to look. But it wasn’t Nate.

			“Oh, Tess!” I cried out, showing Aveda the screen. “They finally got back to me. Says they’re fine, they haven’t seen Pippa, and . . .” I held the screen closer to my face, reading each word very carefully. “They can get us into the next ghost-hunting society meeting. Well, sort of.”

			“What do you mean ‘sort of’?” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing. She leaned over my shoulder, trying to read the screen.

			“They say we have to act like we got a mysterious, anonymous invitation,” I said. “We can’t let on that we know Tess. And we have to bring Shelby, since she had the encounter the society’s dying to hear about.”

			“Sounds easy enough,” Aveda said, straightening her spine and tightening her ponytail. “And did they give us a place and time?”

			“Yup,” I said, tapping the screen. “Tomorrow night . . . oh, tomorrow’s almost here already. Tonight’s been pretty action-packed.” I glanced out the window. It was pitch black outside, creeping into the early morning hours, the wind whistling through the air and rattling against the glass.

			“Then let’s get some sleep,” Aveda said. “Do you want another pickle?”

			“Yes!” I said eagerly, my mouth watering at the thought of more salty-sweet goodness. I threw the blanket aside and leapt out of bed—and my flimsy outfit finally gave out entirely, one of the straps snapping from the sheer force of movement. One broken strap was all it took—the whole mess of lace and ribbons collapsed, the costume crumpling around my waist.

			“Oops,” I said. “Sorry. I’m totally flashing you.”

			“I’ve seen it before,” Aveda said, waving a hand. “But you might want to put on some less sexy pajamas—I know you and Nate are in a fight, but he’ll kill me if you catch pneumonia.”

			“On it,” I said, heading for the closet. “Unsexy pajamas have never sounded better.”
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			“I told you this was gonna be cold.” I gave Aveda a faux-admonishing look. It was the following evening, and we were waiting in the courtyard by Morgan Hall again—and I was studiously avoiding looking at the library build site, which still creeped me out. The temperature had plummeted as soon as dusk fell, and once again, Aveda’s cool-but-insubstantial leather jacket wasn’t really protecting her from the elements.

			“I have to look like I fit in,” Aveda protested, hugging herself and dancing around to keep warm. “I need to be hip, Evie—and a big, puffy jacket is not hip. No college kids are wearing that.”

			“Hey, guys.” Shelby strolled up just then, wearing . . . a big, puffy jacket.

			“Thank you for coming,” I said, giving her a gentle smile. “I’m sorry there’s still no word on Pippa. How are you holding up?”

			“Not great, honestly.” Shelby’s expression darkened. “I was hoping this would take my mind off it. I’ve never been to a top secret ghost-hunting society meeting.” She gazed at Morgan Hall, her eyes wandering to the one window at the very top that was lit up like a beacon—the rest were completely dark.

			I squared my shoulders, homing in on that beacon. “Let’s do this. Remember, whatever we can find out about our little bartender friend—whatever’s missing from this book . . .” I brandished the tome from the Quiet Room, which I’d brought with me. I’d filled Shelby in on what we thought we’d learned. I was hoping showing these supposed ghost hunters that we were pretty big into research would help our case. “It might help us find Pippa.”

			We trooped into the foyer of Morgan Hall. During the day, it was bright and airy, all gleaming light wood and sparkling white paint and bright “Morgan blue” accents. Those arched windows offered glorious views of the courtyard and the bell tower. You could fantasize you were the castle’s princess, surveying her kingdom.

			But nighttime was a different story. Wind slammed against the glass, making disconcerting rattling sounds. And if you tried to peer out at the courtyard, all you saw was inky darkness that looked like it was about to swallow the building whole. Even the library build site wasn’t visible from here. Though just knowing it existed still made me shiver.

			“It’s all the way at the top—that one lit-up window,” I said. “Apparently that’s the attic of Morgan Hall. Which is intriguing, because I didn’t even know that room existed.”

			“How very on brand for ghost hunters,” Aveda said. “Choose the creepiest possible location. But if this is supposed to be a secret ghost-hunting society, why don’t they meet somewhere less obvious? They should get together at a McDonald’s or something.”

			“You can give them that feedback once we’re in,” I said. “Come on.”

			We filed up the staircase in silence—the Morgan Hall staircase was more solidly built than the one in Mara Dash, and sported an ornate brass banister. Still, the sounds of our feet ascending to the top cut through the darkness in the most disconcerting way. There were, of course, no other lights on. It felt like that darkness from outside was spilling in now, slithering through every corner of Morgan Hall and enveloping it in impenetrable shadows. I held tightly to the cold metal of the banister and tried to keep my eyes trained forward—but was occasionally distracted by all the Halloween décor that had just been put up. Paper ghosts, rubber bats, and cotton ball cobwebs decorated our path, and a life-size plastic skeleton greeted us when we reached the top of the staircase. All of this created an odd effect—the decorations looked cute, almost quaint. A macabre contrast to the actually haunted-seeming environs of Morgan Hall at night.

			Just beyond the skeleton was a long hallway with three doors. A faint dusting of light spilled from under the door in the middle.

			“Okay,” Aveda whispered to me. “You know what to do, right?”

			“Yes—or at least I know what Tess told me,” I whispered back. “Let’s see if it works. And remember: we have to act like we don’t know Tess. We can’t reveal that they sent us the invite. We have to blend in.”

			We approached the middle door in silence, and even though I supposedly knew what was on the other side of it, I felt my heart beat faster, shards of tension slivering their way through my blood. The entire haunted vibe of this place was definitely getting under my skin. The plastic skeleton stared at me, ratcheting up the anticipation.

			Once we were all standing outside the door, I raised my hand and knocked once, twice, three times. Per Tess’s very detailed instructions, I made my knocks firm and rapid. Authoritative.

			Silence fell again and I leaned in, trying to hear what was happening behind the door. I could barely make out the faintest of rustlings—or maybe I was imagining it, maybe the wind against the windows was still looping through my brain.

			“Well,” Aveda said, sounding trepidatious but like she was trying to cover it with her usual bravado, “this seems very—”

			Creeeeeaaaaaaaak

			The door swung open a crack, and a statuesque white woman peered out at us. She was striking—tall and weedy, with bright green eyes and a voluminous mane of hair dyed a rainbow of colors.

			“Hello,” she said. Her voice had a warm, raspy quality to it. “What have we here? Who is this tremendous trio of warriors?”

			“I’m Eliza Takahashi,” I said, mentally pulling up the script I’d crafted with some help from Tess. “This is Angelica Chin and Shelby Tran. We received an invitation from your society. We’re aficionados of all things ghostly, and we want more than anything to further our studies in—”

			“Shelby!” The woman opened the door a little wider. “Of course we know all about Shelby, who confronted a ghost and won. Truly one of the mightiest warriors Morgan College has to offer.”

			I turned to Shelby . . . and did a double take. All the blood had drained from her face and she was backing away from the door, her eyes shifting to the side.

			“What . . .” she whispered. “What are you . . .”

			“Come in,” the woman said, smiling at Shelby. “Please.”

			“She is a mighty warrior!” I said, grabbing Shelby’s arm. “And she’s ready to discuss her experience with other paranormal enthusiasts, in order to give your discussion group even more information in their continuing quest to understand all there is to understand about the afterlife.”

			“Ahhhhhhh.” The woman beamed at us and threw the door fully open. “My dearests, please enter! Though we prefer the term ‘curious society of knowledge seekers’ to ‘discussion group’ or even ‘enthusiasts.’ It’s so much more active.”

			I smiled and nodded while doing an internal fist-pump. This was what I’d been hoping for—that Shelby would be like catnip to the campus ghostbusters, and that her presence would grant us entry even if we’d received an invite that wasn’t quite legit. Luckily, Shelby had been up for it, especially if this helped us find Pippa. But was she still? Her gaze was locked on the rainbow-haired woman, apprehension emanating from her every pore.

			“Are you okay?” I whispered, squeezing her shoulder.

			“I’m just surprised by something,” she murmured. “Let’s go in, I’ll try to get it together.”

			We filed into the attic room, which was much larger than I’d expected—although the low ceiling created the illusion of a very intimate space. It was lit by a haphazard collection of mismatched lamps, which illuminated the wall-to-wall bookshelves and the colorful cushions spread out on the floor. A group of seven Morgan students was sprawled over the cushions, wrapped in sweaters and fuzzy blankets and nibbling on what appeared to be Halloween-themed Oreos with bright orange icing. Tess was among them, gamely nibbling their cookie and pretending they didn’t know us.

			It looked more like an extra cozy book club than a bunch of people obsessed with all things creepy.

			“Take a seat, warriors,” the rainbow-haired woman said, gesturing expansively. “I am Leonora Quinn, the faculty advisor for our little coterie, and—”

			“The head of the Ethnic Studies department?” I said. So this was Richard’s paramour—somehow, she was exactly what I’d expected.

			“That’s right!” she said, beaming at me. “And, Ms. Takahashi, it might interest you to know that I’m currently working on a section about the films of Kurosawa and how they relate to the current Japanese American experience—”

			Aveda interrupted her by having a massive coughing fit that I’m pretty sure started as a laugh. I gave her a look.

			“That’s so kind of you,” I said—and for once, was grateful that I’d been practicing pasting on big, fake smiles recently. Because that meant I had one all saved up for Leonora Quinn. “Do you know Professor Covington? He also has a unit on Kurosawa, maybe the two of you can cross reference.”

			“I do know him,” she said, blushing a bit. “I find his lectures very scintillating.”

			“Then it must be true love,” muttered Aveda as she, Shelby, and I settled ourselves on a cluster of empty cushions. I shoved the Quiet Room book next to my thigh and gnawed on my lower lip, surveying the scene as Leonora sat down on a cushion and smiled at her fellow ghost-hunting enthusiasts.

			“Now, then,” Leonora said. “It’s always a pleasure to welcome new people into our fold, especially since we pride ourselves on being a bit challenging to seek out.” She trained her too-bright smile on me. “Who sent you the fated invitation, young warriors?”

			“We’re not sure,” I lied—luckily Tess had prepared me for this question, too. “Shelby here received it under her door this morning. We’re guessing it has something to do with her now legendary ghost encounter.”

			“An excellent deduction,” Leonora said, nodding approvingly. “But what about you and Ms. Chin, Ms. Takahashi? Our society invitations generally do not come with a plus-one attached.”

			“Um, mine did,” Shelby said, her eyes shifting from side to side. “It said I could bring whoever I want.”

			“Did it, now?” Leonora said, the genial twinkle in her eyes fading just a bit. “Well. How very interesting.”

			She cast a look around the room, lingering on each person. They all remained silent, none of them wanting to take the blame for the haphazard invite with its sloppy provisions for plus-ones.

			“Angelica and I are extremely into all this ghost-hunting stuff,” I said, doing my best to make my face sincere. “We can’t wait to hear the latest.”

			“We hadn’t gotten to the latest in sightings just yet,” Leonora said, her attention going back to us. “We always start off with cookies and quiet time, to set the mood.”

			Several of the society members made mumbly noises and brandished their cookies.

			“But since we have such a very special guest here, perhaps we could cut cookie time short and see what she has to say,” Leonora said, smiling brightly at Shelby. “Ms. Tran, do you have a talk prepared, or will you be taking questions?”

			“Um, questions. Definitely questions,” Shelby said, sitting up a little straighter on her cushion. She still seemed to be laser-focused on Leonora, regarding her warily. I noticed Tess trying to catch her eye, perhaps to give her a nod of encouragement.

			I patted Shelby’s shoulder, attempting to give her my own comforting vibes. Being put on the spot like this, being the center of attention—I could tell these were things Shelby was very much not into. As a non-enjoyer of these things myself, I could relate.

			For a moment, there was silence, save for a few crunches from people still chewing on their cookies. Tess’s gaze shifted from side to side. They didn’t want to go first for fear of identifying themselves as the anonymous invitation sender.

			“Come, now!” Leonora enthused. “I know you’re all curious. I have to admit that I’m just dying here, so I guess I’ll start . . .”

			“Yeah?” Shelby said, her expression turning even more guarded. I guessed she was finding Leonora kind of off-putting. I couldn’t blame her.

			“Was it strange when the courtyard spirit spoke directly to you, Ms. Tran? From the sounds of it, she really wanted to communicate something. Something that was meant just for you.”

			Wait . . . what?

			Shelby had said she hadn’t shared that particular tidbit with anyone—except me, the other night. After she’d had the truth serum punch. I turned to study Leonora, trying not to show my surprise. She was smiling at Shelby in that bright-eyed way, like she was just so curious and eager to learn . . . but I swore there was something else behind it, a flicker in her expression I couldn’t quite place. Something almost triumphant, maybe?

			What was that about?

			“Um . . .” Shelby had gone white as a sheet. “How do you . . . um . . .” She trailed off, shaking her head.

			“What I think Shelby is trying to say is, that’s a detail she actually doesn’t like to talk about much,” I said. “So she’s probably wondering how you know that?”

			“Oh . . .” Leonora waved a hand, her beaming smile re-setting. “I don’t recall where I heard that, but people often share things with me since everyone knows of my fascination with all things ghostly. You wouldn’t believe the things that show up in my inbox.”

			“I think I might,” I murmured, sneaking a sidelong glance at Shelby. She was staring at me in the most confused way. And I realized she must think I somehow told Leonora what she’d confided in me. I gave a very slight head shake, but that just made her look more confused.

			“The ghost did talk to me,” Shelby finally said, her expression growing even more guarded. “And then I crashed into a tree. That’s all I remember.”

			She shot Leonora a borderline defiant look.

			“We’ve been speculating about what happened to the courtyard spirit after your encounter,” Tess piped up, their voice a bit hesitant. Their gaze slid to Leonora, then back to us again. “Did you know she hasn’t been seen again since then?”

			“I . . . I didn’t know that,” Shelby stammered.

			“We have some theories,” Tess said, waving a half-eaten cookie around. “Well, I have some theories. The most likely being . . .”

			Their eyes slid to Leonora again, as if asking for permission.

			“Now, Tess,” Leonora said, giving them a benevolent smile. “We don’t want to bore our mighty warrior sisters with useless speculation.”

			I shifted uncomfortably. There was something about the way Leonora talked to these kids—and the way they kept looking to her, as if they couldn’t have an idea or eat a freaking cookie without her okaying it first—that felt creepy. Like Leonora had hypnotized them into being part of a ghost-hunting cult that worshipped her. And hey, we’d dealt with that kind of thing before, so it wasn’t completely out of the question.

			“I’d like to hear any speculation, actually,” I said, giving Tess a meaningful look.

			“Well,” Tess said, their eyes sparkling with excitement. They leaned forward and lowered their voice—perhaps worried about errant ghosts hearing them. “We—er, I—think Shelby helped the courtyard spirit pass over, to the afterlife. Where she can finally be at peace.”

			“What does that mean?” Aveda said. “And why do you think that?”

			I turned to look at her. She’d been so uncharacteristically quiet, I’d almost forgotten she was there. But now I saw that she was scribbling away in a Morgan-branded notebook with a Morgan-branded pen. That intense focus that had guided her so well through her superheroing career was on full display, and it looked like she’d already filled several pages of the notebook. She was glamoured as Angelica, but the flinty determination in her eyes was one hundred percent Aveda Jupiter. With her hair pulled into a sloppy version of her usual power ponytail, her school swag, and her muddy sneakers, she looked so classically college student, I couldn’t help but have a flash of what it would have been like to be in college together.

			I guessed that’s kind of what we were doing now.

			“Do you really not know what it means to ‘pass over’?” A surly-looking girl with a mass of auburn curls gave Aveda a patronizing look. “That’s a really basic concept and our discussions and action items here in the society tend to be pretty advanced, so maybe this isn’t the club for you—”

			“Miriam, we don’t gatekeep,” Leonora said, giving the girl an admonishing smile. “But perhaps this is a topic better suited for our newest warriors once they’ve been to a few meetings—”

			“I’d like to hear about it now,” I said, giving Leonora a pleasant but firm smile. I nodded at Tess, encouraging them to continue.

			“Passing over is like when a spirit finally leaves the mortal realm entirely,” Tess said, their eyes flicking to Leonora. Now Tess was starting to look defiant. I flashed back to them talking about their “friends” who had convinced them that their ghostly encounter hadn’t happened. I wondered if one of those “friends” was Leonora, because I could totally see it. I gave them another encouraging nod.

			“When they manifest as ghosts in our world, it means they’re caught in between worlds,” Tess said, their voice becoming more sure as they started to get into it. “And since Morgan has so many spirits who have appeared for so long, one of our primary discussion points here at the society—well, at least in the past—involves trying to figure out what it would take for them to pass over.”

			“I see,” Aveda said, scribbling madly. “And have you been able to help any of the ghosts with that?”

			An immediate silence fell as everyone stopped chewing on cookies and just stared at Aveda.

			Tess opened their mouth to speak, then closed it abruptly, their eyes going to the floor.

			“No, my dear,” Leonora said, looking at Aveda like she’d just suggested something positively unspeakable. “One of the primary tenets of our society is that we don’t believe in interfering with the business of the spirit world. Helping a ghost pass over interrupts the natural order of things.”

			“It wasn’t a primary tenet until recently,” Tess muttered, frowning at the floor.

			“But you all are so thirsty for any and all details about Shelby’s story,” Aveda said, scribbling in her notebook again. “Shouldn’t you be upset with her for interfering?”

			“Hey!” Shelby hissed.

			“She wasn’t trying to help the ghost pass over, though,” Miriam said. “She was just reacting as she normally would—therefore, whatever Shelby did was what was meant to help the courtyard spirit in the first place.” She gave Shelby an approving nod.

			“So how do you think Shelby helped the ghost, even if it was unintentional?” I asked, trying to steer us in a useful direction. “You said you’re always trying to figure out what it takes for ghosts to pass over—so do you have any idea what it was here?”

			“It’s very hard to say unless our warrior sister is willing to share more about her encounter,” Leonora said, turning her benevolent smile on Shelby. There was something underneath that smile again. Not quite a threat, but this was definitely a test.

			I expected Shelby to look down and retreat, turning inward, but instead she met Leonora’s gaze. “No,” she said firmly.

			Something about Leonora was bringing out a defiant side of Shelby I hadn’t seen before—and I liked it. I’d have to compliment her later on holding her ground.

			Silence fell again, and this time it was definitely uncomfortable, the sounds of the society chewing on their cookies punctuating every single second. Only Aveda seemed unbothered, still scribbling away in her notebook.

			“Well,” Leonora said, smiling in a way that didn’t quite reach her eyes, “if that’s all we have to discuss tonight—”

			“Wait!” I blurted out.

			Everyone swiveled to look at me. Including Shelby and Aveda, who both gave me “what the fuck are you doing?” looks.

			Okay, so yes, I’d tried to encourage them to blend in and now I was doing the exact opposite . . . but I couldn’t leave this meeting we’d spent so much effort getting into with nothing.

			“Um. So there was a rumored haunting just the other night in Mara Dash,” I said, my words coming out in a rush.

			“Oh, Ms. Takahashi, we can discuss more recent hauntings at the next meeting,” Leonora said. “But I always like to end our society sessions whenever the energy feels exactly right—”

			“This can’t wait,” I interrupted. “It’s urgent. Um, yeah, an urgent haunting.” I could feel Aveda staring at me, her eyes practically boring holes in my skull. Okay, so maybe I wasn’t the best at this whole undercover improv thing, but Tess and Miriam both looked intrigued, leaning forward ever so slightly.

			“We believe there was some kind of bartender ghost at the dorm party a couple nights ago,” I barreled on. “A girl who interacted with Angelica and me, and who seemed fully human. There was no wailing, no appearing all blue and translucent-like—although she does have kind of a blue aura around her in photos. She just looked like a regular student. And the punch she was giving to people was possibly spiked with some kind of . . . I don’t know, magical element. That made everyone want to confess their darkest secrets. But later we discovered no one else had even seen this bartender—we were the only ones. So. Have you guys ever heard of something like that?”

			I slumped back on my cushion, slightly winded.

			Everyone just kept staring at me.

			“I . . .” Tess began—but then Leonora caught their eye and gave them the slightest of frowns. They seemed to wilt on the spot, sinking into their cushion. “I . . . I’m not sure we have,” they concluded.

			“Okay,” I said, trying a different tack, “well, surely you guys know about the volumes of student documentation in the Mara Dash Quiet Room—I brought this one with me . . .” I pulled the book from where I’d tucked it next to me and held it up. An audible gasp went through the room.

			“Oh my god,” Tess whispered, their eyes widening.

			“Is that real?” hissed Miriam.

			“Young warrior,” Leonora said, her eyes flashing with something I couldn’t quite place. “Where did you get that?”

			“I mean, from the Mara Dash Quiet Room?” I said, lowering the book to my lap. “I thought that was obvious?”

			“Student documentation tomes are a very old and very valuable chronicle of our lived history,” Leonora said. “They are not to be removed from the rooms where they are placed. I’m surprised no one went over this with you?”

			“Um, nope, they didn’t,” Aveda said. “We’re still new here, we don’t know all the protocols.”

			“Anyway,” I said, turning to the section of torn-out pages. “Someone had already damaged this particular valuable chronicle of our lived history, and it’s the section that deals with our ghostly bartender. I thought that was weird and I thought maybe your, ah, educated paranormal insights could help us figure out why someone might do this.”

			“May I . . .” Leonora said.

			She held out a queenly hand in a way that indicated this was not a request.

			I passed her the book. She spent a few moments paging through, inspecting the ripped-out section, clucking disapprovingly.

			“I see,” she finally said, closing the book and looking up at me. “This is certainly a can of worms you’ve stumbled into, Ms. Takahashi. So even though this is your very first meeting and you haven’t been through all of the society’s initiation rites—”

			“The what, now?” Aveda muttered under her breath.

			“—I’ll share with you what we know about Victoria Morales, the ghost of Mara Dash.” Leonora hesitated, her gaze going dark. “Her story is very tragic. Which is one of the reasons she’s our least known spirit. The college has tried to suppress all information about what happened to her.”

			“Then why don’t you, the ghost-hunting society, get it out there?” Aveda said, gesticulating with her pen. “I mean, if you know what happened to her—”

			“It’s not that simple, Ms. Chin,” Leonora said. “Now. Tess, Miriam—why don’t the two of you share Victoria’s story with our new warriors. See if you can remember all the most important details.” Her smile, once again, had that “this is a test” feel. I wondered if everything was a test with her.

			“Right,” Tess said, looking a bit uncertain. “Victoria attended Morgan in the fifties. She was one of the first students to be admitted to the school on a full scholarship, and she had to overcome so many obstacles just to go to college in the first place. She was an orphan—”

			“Of course,” murmured Aveda. “Because this story has to be the most tragic.”

			“—and she and her grandfather, Horatio, were each other’s only living family,” Tess continued. “His health was failing by the time she graduated from high school, and she took care of him—worked a whole host of odd jobs while going to school.”

			“That must have been hard,” I murmured, feeling a stab of something sharp and familiar. That sounded a lot like my grad school experience.

			“She always felt that the other students—your classic wealthy white girls, on the path to become good high society wives—looked down on her,” Miriam said, picking up the thread.

			“They did,” Tess muttered. “She felt correctly. But she found a passion in the Bio department—it’s actually pretty amazing that Morgan offered Biology at all back then. It was the beginning of the transition from being a finishing school for only the richest young ladies to a college that actually teaches useful shit. Victoria had always loved the science courses in high school, but being able to really focus on all the elements of Bio—it made her feel like she could better understand how our world works. And it made her think: maybe she could break some barriers, become a scientist. From what I understand, her grandfather was her biggest supporter, and they had quite a bond over this. He really wanted her to achieve her dreams.”

			“And then of course there was her paramour,” Leonora said.

			I tried not to recoil, hearing that term yet again—she and Richard really were a perfect match.

			“That’s right,” Miriam piped up. “Victoria fell in love with Jocelyn, another Bio major—”

			“Ooh, I’m a Bio major!” Aveda exclaimed, scrawling more notes.

			“—and they extended their love of experimenting in the classroom to inventing their own special cocktails,” Miriam continued. “They’d stay up until dawn, mixing drinks and trying them out with their friends.”

			“It sounds sooo romantic,” Tess said, clasping their hands to their chest.

			“Except,” Miriam said, shooting Tess a look, “their relationship at the time was forbidden, particularly by Jocelyn’s wealthy family, who had promised her hand in marriage to some other rich Bay Area family. Her future was all laid out for her, but once she met Victoria, all of that changed.”

			“So what happened?” I said, on the edge of my seat.

			“Jocelyn and Victoria made a plan to run away together, right after graduation,” Miriam said. “Jocelyn stole money from her family so that Victoria could set up a fund and a private nurse for her grandfather, so he’d be taken care of for the rest of his life. But at the last minute . . .”

			“Victoria couldn’t leave her grandfather,” I whispered, my voice quavering.

			“Ev—Eliza,” Aveda whispered, laying a hand on my arm.

			I realized then that my eyes had filled with tears. I couldn’t help it—obviously my and Victoria’s paths were different, but there were so many things from her story I recognized. That feeling of being pulled in a thousand different directions, of not being able to handle everything, of loving someone so much—

			“You’re correct, Ms. Takahashi,” Leonora said, giving me a small nod. “Victoria went to see her grandfather one last time—and realized she couldn’t leave him behind, even if she knew he was taken care of. She met Jocelyn on the roof of Mara Dash, where they’d agreed to rendezvous before running away, and told her she couldn’t go through with their plan.”

			“I’m guessing Jocelyn took it . . . not well,” Aveda said.

			“That’s right,” Tess said, picking up the story again. “Jocelyn was enraged. Morgan had opened her mind to so many new ideas, and so had Victoria—but at her core, she was still a rich white girl who was used to getting her way. And Victoria wasn’t budging. Soooo . . .”

			“Jocelyn cried and screamed and argued,” Miriam said. “And when none of that worked, she wiped her eyes, pretended she understood—and excused herself to make Victoria a drink.”

			“Oh god, did she poison it?” I said.

			“Yes,” Tess said, pointing at me with the last bit of their cookie. “She and Victoria had learned a lot of interesting things in Bio and Chem together. She brought the drink out, all smiles, and Victoria took it . . .”

			“And then at the last minute, Jocelyn had a change of heart,” Miriam said. “She snatched the drink away just as Victoria was about to imbibe. And then she took a big ol’ gulp of it.”

			“Wait, what?” Aveda spat out, looking up from her notes. “Damn, so much drama. Jocelyn was messy.”

			“Was she trying to poison herself?” I said.

			“We think it was more of the, uh, messy element,” Tess said. “Like, she had a brief moment of ‘If I can’t be with you, I don’t want to live.’ I don’t think she actually meant to kill herself.”

			“Of course Victoria, being such a smartie, immediately figured out what Jocelyn had done,” Miriam said. “She made a grab for the poisoned glass, tried to snatch it away from Jocelyn. They scuffled and . . .”

			“And ended up falling off the roof of Mara Dash together, to their deaths,” Tess said, their eyes going shiny. “As the legend goes, Victoria’s grandfather also died that year—of a broken heart. God, it’s just so tragic.”

			“Yeah,” I murmured, thinking back to our ghostly bartender. She’d seemed so vibrant, so full of life. It was unspeakably sad to think of her plunging to her death in the prime of her young life.

			“So do you know of others who have experienced a haunting from Victoria?” Aveda said, raising her hand like she was in class. “How has the college kept that hushed up?”

			“While she’s a long-running ghost, she is also an infrequent one,” Leonora said. “And as the legend goes, she only appears to one or two people at a time—which seems to track with your sighting.” I couldn’t help but notice that she seemed to be the only one completely unaffected by Victoria’s story. Her students were all wiping tears away, sniffling, or at least looking moderately disturbed. Perhaps, as the head of the society, Leonora had heard this story over and over again. But I couldn’t imagine not being affected by it at all. “There have only been a handful of sightings over the years, and the college has managed to suppress most of them.”

			“Victoria usually appears as a more human-like apparition than, say, the courtyard ghost,” Tess said. “Remember that the ghosts of Morgan take on different forms. But it’s interesting that she interacted with you guys so much! Kind of like Shelby’s ghost.”

			“Yes, we’re still piecing it together,” Aveda said. “Why would Victoria’s punch make us so uninhibited? How does that connect to her story?”

			“Victoria wished she could live her truest life—maybe she’s trying to get us to do that,” I said, trying to figure it out. “And since the punch affected us, making everyone at the party be completely honest, at least for a moment . . . I mean, does that mean she’s passed on? Is that what it took?”

			“That part will likely remain a mystery, Ms. Takahashi,” Leonora said, giving us one of her all-knowing looks. I couldn’t help but feel that it bordered on smug. “You may just have to wait and see if you encounter Victoria again.”

			“Although . . .” Tess’s brow furrowed, like they were working something out. They opened their mouth, then closed it, their gaze sliding to Leonora again. “There’s another part of the passing over theory I’ve been working on—”

			“Tess, please.” Leonora frowned at Tess. “You must remember that exploring this side of the spirit world is very dangerous. That’s why other members have had to leave us—”

			“Only one member left us,” Tess muttered under their breath. “And actually, she was kicked out. You kicked her out—”

			“Stop.” Leonora shot Tess a forbidding look. This time, she wasn’t even bothering with a maternal façade—her gaze was freezing cold. “Please. We don’t share society business with newcomers, remember?”

			“Right,” Tess said, the fire in their eyes dimming. They slumped back against their cushion, sulking.

			“We’d like to be more than newcomers, though,” I said, attempting to sound eager but not desperate. “When’s the next meeting?”

			Leonora trained her gaze on me, those brilliant green eyes sizing me up. Her stare was so direct and unwavering, it unnerved me—even more than the darkened windows of Morgan Hall.

			“I’m sorry,” she finally said, after what felt like an eternity. “I don’t believe we’ll be able to extend an invitation of membership to you at this time.”

			“Excuse me, what?” Aveda blurted out. “You ‘don’t believe’? Don’t you run this group?”

			“I was trying to be courteous,” Leonora said, her gaze like ice. “But if you’d like me to be more direct, I will. You are not invited to join our society. If you try to infiltrate one of our meetings again, you will be dismissed. Or removed.”

			“Whoa.” I held up my hands in what I hoped was a placating manner. “Why the sudden hostility? We really want to learn more about all of this, to—”

			“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Leonora said, waving a hand. “And I would like it if you’d leave now.”

			“Now, hold on,” Aveda said. “You’re not the only person who belongs to this society. Why not put it to a vote?”

			“Oooh, yeah!” Tess piped up. Leonora sent them another admonishing look.

			“There is no vote,” Leonora said, standing up. The other members followed suit. “Please leave.”

			Aveda looked like she was just itching to start a fight, her fingers curling tightly around her notebook. I kind of was too, but I had a sneaking suspicion we weren’t going to win. Something had turned Leonora against us. I had no idea what it was, but it had come on so suddenly . . .

			We needed to regroup, talk this through, figure it out. I laid a hand on Aveda’s arm and gave her a look—not now. Let’s get out of here.

			“We appreciate your hospitality,” I said, pasting yet another big smile onto my face and motioning for Aveda and Shelby to stand with me.

			We got to our feet and exited silently, but I could feel Leonora’s eyes boring into my back even as the door clicked shut behind us.

			“What a waste of time,” Aveda growled, stomping toward the staircase.

			I was just about to follow her when the door opened a crack, revealing Tess’s bespectacled face.

			“Hey,” they whispered. “If you really want to learn more about the ghosts—come to the Halloween hauntings ghost crawl tomorrow. Midnight, meet outside Morgan Hall. Don’t tell anyone I told you about it, okay?”

			“Tess—” I began.

			“I can’t talk right now!” they hissed.

			The door clicked shut before we could respond.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			“WHAT THE HELL was that?” Aveda wrapped her arms around herself, stomping her feet to keep warm. “And why did I let you talk me into standing out in the freezing cold again?”

			“Maybe you should talk yourself into wearing an unfashionable puffy jacket,” I shot back.

			I gazed out into the endless velvet starscape. I’d convinced Aveda to come up to the Mara Dash roof with me to talk through what had happened in the ghost-hunting society meeting. I’d also texted Tess, trying to get more insight into what had just gone down, but they weren’t responding.

			Shelby hadn’t said anything on the walk back, either, hadn’t offered any insight into why she’d clammed up and started shooting Leonora death glares—I’d tried to gently ask her about it, but she’d brushed off my questions. Then she’d mumbled good-bye to us and gone back to her room. I’d really wanted to hug her, but she’d seemed closed off, lost in her own thoughts.

			I was also wrapped up in my thoughts, the story of Ghost Victoria winding through my brain on an endless loop.

			“I guess after hearing about Victoria, I feel connected to her in a weird way,” I said. “I can’t get her story out of my head. And I thought coming up here might help us put ourselves in her shoes, to really feel what she was feeling right before she plunged to her death.”

			“She was probably thinking, ‘Why is my supposed true love trying to fucking poison me?’” Aveda snorted. “It’s not that deep, Evie.”

			“Maybe not.” I leaned against the heavy stone ledge that surrounded the rooftop area. It was so blissfully quiet up here, I could actually hear myself think. The Mara Dash rooftop was another oddly shaped piece of the dorm—sort of like a rhombus. The ground was hard cement and the whole thing was surrounded by that ledge, perhaps to prevent more deadly falls. And the view was simply stunning, all eucalyptus treetops and the idyllic green of campus. A lot of that was shrouded in darkness right now, but it still felt peaceful.

			And the library build site that kept freaking me out was blessedly out of view.

			“But we’re in agreement that something’s weird about Leonora, right?” I continued. “I can’t figure out why she just turned on us like that. Except that there seemed to be some weird tension between her and Shelby—but even that was mostly on Shelby’s side.”

			“Perhaps she could tell we weren’t ready to pledge our undying loyalty to her and to obey her every word,” Aveda said.

			“She does have total cult leader vibes,” I mused. “And somehow she’s got all those kids under her spell, afraid to do anything without her say-so. Tess was the only one who pushed back, but even they seem weirdly cowed by Leonora. And what’s up with this mysterious ex-member who was kicked out? You could just feel that there were things they weren’t telling us.”

			“Maybe that’s part of their schtick,” Aveda said. “So should we go on this Halloween hauntings crawl or do you think it will be more of the same?”

			“And how will we go on it if we’ve been banned from the ghost-hunting society?” I said. “Ugh, I really wish Tess would text me back. I have so many questions for them.” I glared at my phone, willing Tess to respond. That didn’t work, of course, so I turned my attention back to the endless sky. “Hey, Annie,” I said slowly, my gaze wandering over the glittery constellations. “What we’re dealing with here—I mean, do you think it could actually be ghosts? Like, a whole new supernatural threat, entirely separate from our demon friends?”

			“Maybe,” Aveda said. She was also staring out at the sky, her face thoughtful. The sky was gloriously clear tonight, and there was something mesmerizing about all those stars, so beautiful against the peace of the Morgan campus. “It certainly doesn’t feel like anything we’ve encountered before—these spirits have so much history, and such specific stories attached to them.” She pulled her leather jacket more tightly around her, shivering against the chill. “You know, my parents have always been so superstitious. When I was a kid, they’d tell me stories about ancient Chinese ghosts who would haunt me if I misbehaved.”

			“Did you believe it?” I asked.

			“I always said I didn’t,” she said, smiling faintly. “My parents and I had such a contentious relationship, my first instinct was to disagree with them about basically everything. Very bad Asian daughter. But late at night, when I couldn’t sleep . . . well, whenever I heard a strange noise or anything like that, I’d get scared. And I’d try to talk myself out of being scared, but it was sort of like I was getting scared just in case.” Her smile widened. “Just in case ghosts actually existed.”

			“Oh, man,” I said, returning her smile. “Don’t let that get out—‘Aveda Jupiter’s Scared of Ghosts, Actually,’ is not a headline that goes with your badass image.”

			“What about you?” she said, meeting my gaze. “Did you believe in ghosts—or do you now?”

			“Hmm.” I turned back to the darkness. “I’m not sure. On the one hand, there’s so much unexplained creepy shit in the world. On the other, we’ve been confronted with a certain kind of demon threat so much over the years, it’s hard to imagine some all-new supernatural thing coming for us now. Like, what’s next? Vampires? Werewolves? What else is lurking in the shadows out there?”

			“But if it is our usual demon friends behind this business, what are they after?” Aveda said. “Why terrorize a fairly benign-seeming college, what does that get them? And these spirits aren’t really doing anything outside of scaring people and causing some light property damage and . . . I guess making people be super honest about their desires via spiked punch?”

			“I keep coming back to what the society members said about passing over,” I said, turning it over in my mind. “Could it be that all of the spirits that have passively haunted this place for years got fed up and decided to be less passive about it? That they’re ready to freaking pass over already, and sick of not getting any help from the college’s current inhabitants?”

			“I could see that.” Aveda nodded. “Especially since any ‘help’ they’re getting comes from society members standing around and taking notes and not actually doing anything.”

			“But it sounds like they used to do things,” I said. “Tess seems eager to continue in that vein, but Leonora won’t let them.”

			“Maybe it will help to see the society in action, then,” Aveda said.

			“Yeah, if nothing else, I’m curious about what they actually do on this ghost crawl,” I said, just as my phone buzzed against my hip. I pulled it out of my pocket and saw that it was Bea calling.

			“Hey, Baby Sis,” I said, hitting answer. “What’s happening?”

			“Just your favoritest ever sibling, calling with super important and hard-hitting news!” she exclaimed, giving me a toothy grin. “Why are you guys in the dark?”

			“Excellent question,” Aveda muttered, giving me a look. I ignored her.

			“We’re getting some fresh air after our very first ghost-hunting society meeting,” I said. “Which I can tell you about in great detail later, but please share this hard-hitting news.”

			“Well, first of all: your punch was totes supernaturally spiked,” Bea said. “Scott told you they detected some chaotic supernatural energy, yes? He and Nate did some more in-depth analyses of it and they discovered that it contains an extra component that was definitely added magically—like, whoever did this didn’t just dump something in there, it was enspelled. And this spell makes humans feel like they need to say whatever’s in their heads out loud—like they’ll probably die if they don’t.”

			“So it was like truth serum,” Aveda grumbled. “Lovely.”

			“We still can’t determine the origin of the energy, though,” Bea said, twisting a purple lock around her finger and screwing her face up. “But it’s not like anything we’ve seen before. So maybe this is something new.”

			“Like, ghosts are actually real, is that what you’re saying?” Aveda said, her brows drawing together. “Because if so, I might have to apologize to my parents all these years later for not believing them. Did they get anything more off the bracelet?”

			“That energy gave us a code—and again, it’s not like anything we’ve seen before. It’s just this rando sequence of numbers.” Bea hesitated, her eyes widening. “Evie, you didn’t ask why I’m the one telling you all of this—you know, instead of Nate.”

			“I’m pretty sure I know why,” I said, trying to shove aside the weight that seemed to have permanently settled in my heart. “I don’t think we’re speaking right now. And no, I don’t want to talk about it. But don’t worry, Bea, I’ll fix it.”

			I manufactured a smile. I had no idea how I was going to fix it, especially with all the other stuff going on. But Bea had a special bond with Nate—he was like a big brother, an uncle. Something she’d never had since all she’d really had was me. His unwavering love for her, the way he encouraged her to pursue her passions and truly appreciated all the things her giant brain could do . . . it was just another thing that made me adore him. And I didn’t want her to see just how deep our problems went at the moment. I swallowed hard, ordering my tears (which were way, way too frequent these days) to stay put.

			“No worries,” Bea said, a little too quickly. “I mean, okay, I should say I’m not worried about you and Nate as a unit. But I am worried about you, Big Sis. Is this ghost investigation on top of the pregnancy stressing you out?” She leaned in so close to the camera that she was nothing more than a giant eyeball ringed with thick black liner. “Do you need me to come home?”

			“No,” I said quickly. “Of course not. You’re out there finding yourself away from the fam and I applaud you making space for your own personal growth.”

			“Wow,” Aveda said. “Those joint therapy sessions are really paying off.”

			“Although,” I continued, “it’s kinda interesting that you’re thousands of miles away and somehow more involved in the family business than ever. I mean, you’re still doing all this research and you’re currently seeing Lucy more than we are.”

			“We can talk about that in the next joint therapy session,” Bea said, pulling back so we could see her whole face again. “Like I said, I am totes fascinated by all this ghostly stuff, and I want to help you guys out. And on that topic, here’s the real news.” Her grin widened and she paused, giving us an extra theatrical look.

			“Come on, Beatrice, spit it out,” Aveda said, making a “go on” gesture. “We’re freezing our asses off, dead-ending on leads, and trying to figure out how one prepares for a ghost crawl. Don’t hold out on us—this better be good.”

			“Oh, it is,” Bea said, clearly relishing every word. She took a deep breath and gave us another huge grin. “I found Julie Vũ.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			“TESS!” I KNOCKED insistently on their door. I was trying not to make a huge ruckus and wake everybody up, but I also needed them to answer. “It’s an emergency!”

			“We found Julie!” Aveda yelled, not bothering to keep her voice down.

			“Hey!” I hissed, glaring at her. “We need to work up to that information, we can’t just bombard them with it right away—”

			“We can if they’re not opening the door,” Aveda said, glaring right back at me.

			“That might make them not want to open the door even more—”

			I was cut off by Tess opening the door.

			We both swiveled to look at them. They had changed into pajamas, but they didn’t look at all rested. Their eyes were bloodshot, their tuft of pink curls a rumpled mess.

			“Where?” they said, their eyes widening with urgency. “Where is she?”

			“She’s in a hospital,” I said, repeating what Bea had told us. “And we think she’s mostly okay,” I added hastily, as Tess’s face paled.

			“Oh,” they said, their expression turning alarmed. “Oh god . . . I knew it. I knew she just had to . . .” They trailed off, shaking their head vehemently.

			After she’d gotten nowhere calling Bay Area hospitals, Bea had gotten the brilliant idea to look at things from the other direction. Instead of trying to track down Julie Vũ, she looked up students who had been in other accidents where the college might be liable—in those cases, if the student didn’t have a preferred facility listed on their intake form, they were all sent to the same hospital, a small, out-of-the-way facility crammed into the backwoods of Alameda, a picturesque town located on an Oakland-adjacent island, just across one of the Bay Area’s many bridges. This particular facility was so tucked away, it hadn’t been on Bea’s radar.

			“Then I called that hospital, pretended to be a distraught friend of Julie’s, and asked to talk to her,” Bea had explained triumphantly. “I finally convinced them to pass me over to her sister.”

			“And her sister spilled everything?” I’d said hopefully.

			“Nope, she hung up on me,” Bea chirped. “But now we know that Julie’s there for sure.”

			I had suggested to Aveda that we go to the hospital, try to speak to Julie’s sister in person. See if she’d let us talk to Julie. And if she wouldn’t, well. We’d figure out a way. I’d thought of bringing Tess along because maybe we could get some answers out of them about the ghost-hunting society. I was starting to put some pieces together, little bits of information coalescing in my brain.

			And I had a hunch Tess knew way more about the Julie situation than they were letting on.

			Also, Tess seemed to be Julie’s only friend—seeing each other might do them both a world of good.

			“We’re going to her,” I urged, laying what I hoped was a comforting hand on their shoulder. “There’s some stuff we want to talk to you about, and we thought you could come along. I know you’ve been looking for Julie, too.”

			Tess hesitated, their gaze flicking from Aveda to me and back again. Conflict brewed in their eyes—they were at war with themselves about something. They studied us both for a long, weighted moment, silence descending over us.

			Then finally, something in their eyes resolved, as if they’d made a decision that was a long time coming.

			“Okay,” they said, nodding firmly. “Let’s go.”

			Tess grabbed a stocking cap and a puffy jacket, and stuffed their feet into fluffy Ugg boots, growing more decisive with each motion. They didn’t bother to change out of their pajamas, just threw the coat on over them.

			“I’m ready,” they said, putting their hands on their hips—as if steeling themselves for battle.

			“Wow, Tess,” I said admiringly. “You really do look like a warrior.”

			“I kinda feel like one,” they admitted, falling out of their pose. “But I’m sure Leonora would disagree.”

			“Fuck Leonora,” Aveda said with feeling.

			“I couldn’t agree more,” Tess said, their face turning grim. “Let’s go find Julie.”
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			Tess was silent in the backseat as Aveda drove us through the darkened streets of Oakland. It was very late, nearly three a.m. In just a few hours, the sun would start to poke through—but for now, the pitch-black darkness felt appropriate for our mission.

			My gaze slid to the side, trying to communicate wordlessly with Aveda. We couldn’t tell Tess everything Bea had relayed to us, but if the hunch I was developing was correct . . . they might know some of it already.

			“Hey, Tess,” I said, keeping my tone soft and gentle. “What did you mean earlier, when you said you knew Julie ‘had to’ do something? What was it?”

			Tess shrugged, and hunched lower in the backseat, so all I could see in the rearview mirror was the tuft of pink curls sprouting from the top of their head.

			“It was nothing. Julie can be kind of a daredevil, so I just had a . . . a feeling she’d hurt herself somehow.”

			“That doesn’t sound like nothing,” I pressed.

			Tess slumped down further so even their tuft of pink curls disappeared. “It is.”

			I turned around so I could see them; they’d slid so far down in the seat they were practically folding in on themselves. Their gaze was defiant, closed off. Like they were daring me to keep probing.

			“Tess,” I said, very gently. “I know there are a lot of weird, confusing things happening right now. And I know there are people in positions of authority at Morgan who seem like they’re trying to hold you back or like they’re not looking out for your best interests. The way Leonora cut you down during the society meeting, for instance—that wasn’t okay. But I want you to know that I’m on your side, I really am. I care about you and all the other students Angelica and I have gotten to know here.”

			I was trying to soften them up to talk to me—but I was also telling the truth. I was ready to fight for all these kids. Ride-or-die, as Pippa had said.

			“You can talk to me,” I coaxed, reaching over to pat their knee. “Truly.”

			A bit of Tess’s wariness melted away and they sat up a little straighter in their seat. “I . . .” they began, then shook their head, their eyes filling with tears. “I don’t even know where to start.”

			“How about this: I’ll ask you questions. If there’s something you don’t want to answer, just let me know.”

			“Okay,” they whispered, blinking back tears.

			I took a deep breath and exchanged another look with Aveda. I wanted to start with the hunch that had been slowly forming, tickling the back of my brain. Something that felt like it could be a key to unlocking what was happening at Morgan.

			“Tess,” I said, meeting their eyes. “How did you and Julie meet?”

			Surprise crossed their face—they hadn’t been expecting that. They pressed their lips together, like they were trying to keep the words from escaping.

			“It was the ghost-hunting society, wasn’t it?” I said softly. “The member Leonora mentioned, the one who got kicked out—that was Julie, wasn’t it?”

			Tess swallowed hard and gave me a curt head-bob.

			“Okay,” I said, trying not to show the excitement humming through me. Finally, it felt like we were getting somewhere. “Can you tell me why she got kicked out? Please, Tess. Angelica and I are really concerned about what’s happened to Julie. Help us put the pieces together. Help us help her.”

			Tess studied me for a moment, twisting their hands together in their lap. Looking like there were things they wanted to say very badly, but something was holding them back.

			“Julie and I had a theory,” they began, their voice so soft, I had to lean in to hear them. “We were working on one, anyway. It was about . . .” They paused, their gaze falling to their lap. “Demonic energy—you know, the stuff that causes all those wild goings-on in San Francisco—fusing with paranormal energy.”

			“Paranormal energy?” I said. “As in actual ghosts?”

			“Yes,” Tess said, raising their head and nodding vigorously at me. “Julie had spent a lot of time studying the history of demons and stuff, the way they work. The progression of how they’ve attacked the Bay Area. I don’t know how, but she’d gotten ahold of all these supposedly classified reports—she was super interested in how and why demon incidents had started spreading to the East Bay, and she found some research theorizing about the walls between our world and the Otherworld becoming thinner.”

			“Ah,” I said, exchanging a glance with Aveda. That might have been Bea and Nate’s research—I did wonder how Julie had gotten her hands on those documents. The facts contained in them weren’t necessarily a secret, but some of the theorizing wasn’t stuff a lot of people knew about.

			“And I’ve always been interested in all the ghost stuff at Morgan, how paranormal energy’s lingered around campus for years,” Tess continued. “When the rumblings started about the Morgan hauntings becoming less passive . . . well, Julie and I put all our information together and started to form a theory about how maybe, somehow, that demonic energy had found a way to fuse with paranormal energy to produce a more robust apparition. A stronger ghost.”

			“Ah,” I said, turning that over in my head. Maybe we were still fighting our usual demonic nemeses, here. “So you guys think the more recent hauntings—where people started interacting with the ghosts and getting hurt—were examples of that fusing? Maybe the first examples?”

			“Exactly,” Tess said, sitting up straighter, their eyes flashing. Their uncertainty was falling away more and more by the minute. “We wanted to know why the hauntings seemed to be changing all of a sudden.”

			“Can you go back to the part about ‘paranormal energy’?” Aveda interjected, her eyes still on the road. “Are you saying the passive hauntings that existed at Morgan for all those years were also . . . well, real ghosts? Some supernatural force entirely separate from demons?”

			“I think that paranormal energy has always existed, yes,” Tess said, nodding vigorously. “I think the people who appear as ghosts left it behind somehow—like, that energy is basically emotional resonances that have soaked into certain locations. Particularly potent feelings from humans who are no longer with us. And that energy started appearing to people in ways that were perhaps less easy to quantify. But once they fused with demonic energy . . . well, now who knows what they can do.”

			“So that’s why you and Julie got so interested in the idea of ‘passing over,’” I continued, remembering how Tess had been dying to explain the concept at the society meeting. “Because once the ghost does so—”

			“—the paranormal energy—that emotional resonance—evaporates, leaving the demonic energy nothing to grab on to. And the ghost vanishes for good,” Tess said. “That was our theory, anyway. Then the ghost can’t hurt anyone anymore, and hey, it’s probably a big relief for them to be able to finally freakin’ rest after all those years of hauntings. But we couldn’t figure out what the magic bullet was—what makes them finally pass? That’s why I was so curious about Shelby, because it seems like her courtyard ghost finally managed to pass over.”

			“So why is Leonora against you pursuing this?” I said, thinking back to the meeting. “If you were able to figure that part out, it would help both humans and ghosts.”

			“Yes, it seems like an actually useful thing the ghost-hunting society could do,” Aveda sniffed.

			Tess shrugged, their eyes clouding with frustration. “I don’t know,” they spat out. “She’s new to the society—”

			“She is?” I said, intrigued. The way Leonora lorded her apparent leadership position over her students made it seem like she’d been running things for decades.

			“She’s new to Morgan, period,” Tess clarified. “She started here two semesters ago. The college had actually informed us that we needed a faculty advisor in order to keep running—we didn’t used to have one. Provost Glennon recommended Leonora, and we accepted. But things have definitely changed. Leonora seems to want us to just, like, study and observe spirits, but not even think about exploring anything actually interesting. She and Julie clashed all the time, and she totally dismissed my encounter—”

			“That’s right, you had a ghostly experience of your own,” I said. “But during our Taco Bell night, you said ‘friends’ had talked you out of believing it?”

			“I . . . I think I still believe it,” Tess said, their face screwing into a frown. “But Leonora forbid me from talking about it, said it was clearly nonsense and my own ‘fevered imaginings’ because I wanted to see a ghost so damn bad. And that is true, but . . .” They trailed off, shaking their head.

			“I believe you,” I said, giving them an encouraging look. “Tell me what happened.”

			Tess blew out a long breath, their gaze going to the window. They stared out at the night sky for a moment, as if collecting their thoughts.

			“I was in Morgan Hall,” they said, their eyes getting a faraway look. It was almost as if they were talking to themselves, rather than relating the story to us. “I sort of snuck in after hours, when no one else was there. I wanted to see if I could find one of Morgan’s oldest ghosts: Clementine Caldwell, one of Morgan’s first deans of admissions.”

			“I think I know this one,” I said, calling up the memories from my grad school days. “She used to get in huge screaming matches with other administrators—she believed the school needed to progress into the modern age, but everyone else wanted it to stay a finishing school for proper young ladies. Right?”

			“Yes,” Tess confirmed, still gazing out the window. “As history has it, Clementine was so infuriated by the archaic opinions of her colleagues, she could often be heard stomping around her third floor office at all hours. If any of her colleagues complained, she’d only stomp louder.”

			“Wow,” Aveda exclaimed. “That’s the kind of petty I aspire to.”

			“That’s the kind of petty you already embody,” I retorted.

			“She died right after the college board finally agreed to some of the changes she’d recommended—when she was one hundred and twelve years old,” Tess continued. “Some say she was only keeping herself alive so she could finally see the day Morgan entered the modern era.”

			“Damn,” Aveda said, her eyes widening with admiration.

			“Ever since then,” Tess continued, “students, faculty, and administrators alike have heard her stomping around at all hours. But whenever they go check her old office, there’s nobody there.”

			“So you wanted to hear this legendary stomping? Or were you hoping you might be the first person to actually see Clementine?” I asked.

			“I mean, every ghost enthusiast hopes to be the first to see Clementine!” Tess exclaimed, their mouth quirking into a slight smile. “So of course I wanted that. But often, the people who encounter Clementine see a different kind of spirit—we started calling it an ‘echo ghost’ in paranormal enthusiast circles.”

			“Echo ghosts, passive hauntings—so many new terms to learn,” Aveda muttered.

			“There’s a mirrored decoration thingy on Clementine’s old office door,” Tess continued. “No one has actually inhabited that office since she died—it’s just too creepy. So it’s something she hung there herself, it’s kind of like a big piece of stained glass? If you look into it when her spirit is stomping around—well, you see a ghostly version of yourself!”

			“Whoa,” Aveda murmured.

			“Supposedly, that’s Clementine trying to show you the version of yourself that scares you,” Tess continued. “Because she felt that if those pigheaded administrators really looked at what they were doing, trying to hold young women, young people back . . . well, they wouldn’t be able to live with themselves.”

			“I love this bitch,” Aveda murmured. “Clementine and I would so get along.”

			“So I heard the footsteps,” Tess said, closing their eyes as they relived the experience. “I went up to Clementine’s office, I looked in the mirror—and there I was. The ghost version of me. Blue with a big freaky mouth and hollowed-out pits for eyes.”

			“That sounds very vivid,” I said, following the thread. “Why did Leonora try to make you think it didn’t happen?”

			“Because of what happened next,” Tess said, frowning at their lap. They shivered a little, then looked out the window again—as if they couldn’t quite meet my gaze during this part. “Usually, the reflection vanishes within a few seconds, and Clementine’s footsteps cease. But this time . . .” They gnawed their lower lip, their eyes haunted. “. . . my reflection stepped out of the mirror and chased me down the fucking hall.”

			“What!” Aveda shrieked, slamming a hand against the steering wheel. “That is fucked up!”

			“It was,” Tess said, nodding vigorously. “I always thought I’d know exactly what to do if I encountered a ghost. I was so excited to see one! But that . . .” They shuddered. “Every thought flew out of my head, and I bolted down the hall. I didn’t even look behind me, not until I’d reached the bottom of the staircase. I tripped on my way down, broke one of the stairs, scraped up my knees. And when I did turn around . . . there was nothing behind me. The freaky Ghost Tess had vanished.”

			“Wow,” I said, bits and pieces floating through my head and starting to connect—just a little. “So you also interacted with a ghost, in a way. Just like Shelby. And does your ‘echo ghost’ vanishing mean Clementine passed over?”

			“I don’t think so,” Tess said. “Because people have still reported hearing her pacing around. And I didn’t know all of what happened to Shelby—or even who she was. Julie and I kept trying to get more information on the other student who had officially reported an interactive encounter, but Provost Glennon blocked us at every turn. I was so excited to finally meet her on our Taco Bell night.”

			“Provost Glennon is a real piece of work,” Aveda muttered.

			“And Leonora tried to discourage your investigation as well,” I coaxed.

			“Yeah,” Tess said. “Julie pushed back hard—she was confrontational with Leonora, wouldn’t let it go. That’s why Leonora kicked her out. And she told me if I kept pursuing this, I would be too. She . . . I mean, like I said, she convinced me I’d imagined the whole thing, I’d just been too excited about the idea of seeing an actual ghost. But now . . .” Tess frowned, meeting my gaze. “Julie was on the verge of something big. She wouldn’t tell me what it was, but . . .” Tess’s eyes filled with tears again. “Her being in the hospital has something to do with all this, doesn’t it?”

			“We think it might,” I said, giving their knee a comforting pat. “We believe Julie had her own ghostly encounter, and it seems to have harmed her in some way.”

			“I . . . god.” Tess buried their face in their hands, their shoulders slumping. “I should have pushed harder with Leonora. Why did I just give in? Why did I let her make me believe . . .” Their voice broke and they trailed off.

			“Hey,” I said, making my voice gentle but firm. “This is not your fault, Tess. Leonora’s manipulative. She’s one of those people who imposes her will on others, and gets away with it. And she’s in a position of power over you guys—she’s the faculty advisor, the professor, the leader. She’s supposed to help you, not gaslight you into doubting yourself. I’m sorry she did that. And I believe you—every word.”

			“I . . . thank you.” Tess raised their face from their hands and gave me the smallest of smiles. “Thank you, Eliza.”

			“If I may,” Aveda said, raising an index finger. “Tess, dear, how do you think the change in the hauntings happened? I know you said it’s about demonic energy fusing with ghostly energy, and about the walls between worlds becoming thinner recently. But wouldn’t there have to be, I don’t know, some kind of extra step to make that happen? Or do you think it was an accident, these two energies colliding all of a sudden?”

			Tess paused, thinking it over. “I don’t think it was an accident—and I think the how and the why of it were the big questions Julie was pursuing,” they finally said. “The dangerous thing she was on the verge of uncovering. The thing that was so dangerous, she wouldn’t tell me about it . . .” Their voice broke a little, their eyes shiny with unshed tears.

			“Tess,” I said, twisting around to give them the most determined look I could muster, “Angelica and I are going to get to the bottom of this, okay? Let’s go see Julie. We won’t leave until we know she’s okay—and we’ve gotten answers.”

			“Okay,” Tess said, nodding as they reached up to scrape a hand over their eyes. I was gratified to see their shoulders relax, their expression mellow out a bit.

			I turned back around and faced the road, a million thoughts circling through my brain.

			“See, Eliza,” Aveda murmured, too low for Tess to hear. “You’re not so bad at the mom thing, hmm?”

			I couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe not,” I said softly, looking down and touching my stomach.

			And I was surprised to find that just for a moment, I actually believed it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			THE ALAMEDA SPECIALTY Clinic and Treatment Center was a squat two-story building in a desolate area, tucked well away from any kind of city bustle. It was painted a sickly green, reminiscent of doctor’s scrubs, and scraps of hazy light flickered from the grid of tiny windows on both stories.

			“This also looks kind of haunted,” Aveda hissed, as we passed through the whoosh of the sliding glass doors. “What the hell? Do you see anyone who looks like Julie Vũ?”

			Bea had informed us that Julie’s sister was named Jessie, and I thought it would be best to try to connect with her directly. Of course that plan was immediately foiled by the officious-looking receptionist at the front desk, a tall, rail-thin blonde with a scraped-back, too-tight ponytail. She was wearing a sour expression that made it appear as if she was suffering from a perma-headache.

			“May I help you?” she squawked at us as soon as we set foot in the hospital lobby.

			“Um, yes!” I said, trying to put on my brightest, most people-pleasing smile. “We’re friends of Julie Vũ, one of your patients here, and her sister, Jessie. We were actually hoping Jessie was around—”

			The receptionist’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

			“Like I said, we’re friends—”

			“Friends?” a voice behind us interrupted. “You’re friends of Julie’s?”

			We all turned to face a young woman who was the spitting image of Julie Vũ. Just a couple years younger—she appeared to be in her late teens.

			“Jessie?” I guessed.

			“That’s me,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and glowering at us. The expression . . . the move . . . was so Bea Tanaka Circa Her Tween/Teen Years, I lost my breath.

			“We’re friends of Julie’s—from Morgan,” I clarified. “I’m Eliza, and this is Angelica and Tess. We’ve been really worried about her and—”

			“How did you find us?” Jessie said, glower still firmly in place. “No one is supposed to know we’re here. They made us sign something—”

			“What?” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing. “Who’s ‘they’?”

			“The college,” Jessie said. “I signed an NDA and I’m not supposed to talk to anyone—”

			“You can talk to us,” I said, attempting to sound reassuring. I studied Jessie, trying to get a read on her. She was doing her best to project total hostility, but her hands were shaking ever so slightly.

			She wasn’t just angry. She was scared.

			She noticed me staring and uncrossed her arms, stuffing her hands in her pockets.

			“Jessie,” I said, holding my hands out imploringly. “I don’t think you can trust the college, Julie would tell you—”

			“I have to,” Jessie hissed.

			The officious receptionist looked up from her desk, frowning our way.

			Jessie made a face and stepped closer to us, lowering her voice.

			“I can’t pay for all this,” she said, gesturing to the hospital. “Julie and I are on our own, we don’t even have health insurance. The college offered to cover everything, as long as I signed that NDA and didn’t tell anyone where we were. Julie . . . she’s in and out of consciousness, and nobody knows exactly what’s wrong with her. I can’t lose her. I can’t—” Her voice cracked and she bit her lip hard, her eyes going glassy.

			“It’s okay,” I said softly. “It’s gonna be okay, Jessie, I promise. We’ll go.”

			“What?!” Aveda spat out.

			“We’ll go,” I repeated more firmly, giving her a look. “But . . .” I reached into my pocket and fished out a piece of paper. Tess, sensing what I was doing, pulled a pen from their coat pocket and handed it to me. “Here,” I said, scrawling my number on the paper. I held it out to Jessie. “Call me any time. I just want to help you—and Julie.”

			Jessie stared at the paper for a moment, plucking nervously at her shirt sleeve. Then she snatched it from me and stuffed it in her pocket.

			“Thanks,” she said gruffly, her gaze sliding from side to side.

			I nodded at her, and motioned for Aveda and Tess to follow me out the door.

			“What was that?” Aveda demanded, once we’d gotten back outside. “We came all this way for nothing?”

			“Not nothing,” I said. “Now we know Julie’s here—”

			“But we didn’t get to see her—”

			“Jessie has our number now—”

			“Which she’ll never call—”

			“Guys,” Tess interjected, tapping me on the shoulder. “I have an idea.”

			“Let’s hear it,” Aveda huffed, still glaring daggers at me.

			“Since I was standing a little behind you, I saw what room Jessie came out of,” Tess said. “I think I can figure out where that room’s window is.” They gestured to the rows of dimly lit windows dotting the building.

			“Tess!” I exclaimed. “That’s brilliant!”

			“I like to be observant,” they said, giving a modest shrug.

			“So . . . what, we’re going to bang on her window like creepers?” Aveda said. “What if Jessie’s in there, too? She’ll murder us.”

			“I don’t think she’s going to actually murder us,” I said, rolling my eyes. “She has to leave the room at some point. We’ll wait her out. And creepers or not, at least we’ll have a shot at talking to Julie.”

			“Fine,” Aveda said, her gaze locking on the building, her eyes narrowing with determination. “Tess, show us where you think the window is.”

			Tess led us around the corner to the side of the building—which, unfortunately, seemed to be overrun with weeds.

			“Seriously,” Aveda groaned, as we tried to stealthily move through a wild tangle of greenery nearly as tall as we were, “is this place haunted, too?”

			After we’d all managed to scratch at least one body part on an errant thorn (and I’d stepped in something that I was pretty sure was poison ivy), Tess finally pointed emphatically at a small first story window. It was low enough for all of us to peer into, but just barely—the bottom ledge was right at chin-level.

			I crouched down and motioned for Aveda and Tess to do the same. “Stay down,” I whispered to them. Then I stood up a little straighter to surreptitiously peek into the window.

			And there was Julie Vũ. It was weird to finally see her after thinking nearly non-stop about her for several days. She was lying in the hospital bed, hooked up to an IV. The bed was positioned near the wall with the window—good news for us, Julie should be able to hear us and we wouldn’t have to yell, thereby attracting unwanted attention. The window was closer to the foot of the bed, however, so she might not be able to see us very well. Her face was pale, her long black hair a tangled nest. But she appeared to be mostly awake, her eyes cloudy and staring vacantly at the blaring TV attached to the wall opposite her bed.

			I let out a long, shaky exhale. She was okay.

			“What’s going on—is she in there?” Aveda hissed, tugging on my sleeve.

			“Yes.” I nodded vigorously. “She looks pretty wiped out, but she’s awake.”

			“Let me talk to her!” Tess said eagerly, popping out of their crouch to stand next to me. “Oh . . .” Tess’s gaze landed on Julie and their eyes lit up. “It’s really her.” A slow smile spread across their face, and they reached up to brush tears out of their eyes.

			“Shhh!” Aveda poked Tess in the arm.

			“No sign of Jessie,” I whispered. “But we may not have much time. Angelica, can you open the window?”

			“What?” Tess’s brow crinkled. “How are we going to open it from the outside?”

			“Angelica has, er, special skills,” I said, exchanging a glance with Aveda. “But Tess, would you mind not looking while she picks the lock? It stresses her out if she thinks people are watching.”

			“Sure, whatever,” Tess said, shrugging and turning their back.

			Aveda stood up straight. Zeroed in on the window’s locking mechanism, which we could see from her vantage point.

			“I’ve got this,” she murmured, focusing extra hard.

			I heard a few clicks as the locking mechanism undid itself—Aveda’s telekinesis at work. Then the window slowly creaked open.

			“Done,” Aveda said, and Tess turned back around.

			“What?” Julie called out, her voice wavery and hoarse. “Did . . . did someone just open the window? Who’s there?”

			I felt a jolt upon hearing Julie’s voice again. It made that whole night come rushing back—the ghost, my fire, her terrified face . . .

			“Julie!” Tess hissed. “It’s me, it’s Tess! Oh god, you’re okay, I’m just so happy you’re . . .” Their voice cracked and they bit their lip hard.

			“Tess!” Julie sounded more alert now. I peered more closely into the window and saw her trying to sit up in bed, trying to make us out in the dark. “Tess, you can’t be here, you have to go—”

			Tess shook their head, tears streaming down their cheeks. “N-no, I can’t . . .” They bowed their head, stuffing a hand in their mouth to muffle the sobs.

			“Who’s that with you?” Julie asked. “All I can see from here are shadowy blobs.”

			“Julie, it’s me,” I said. “Your, uh . . .”

			Aw, shit. I hadn’t thought about the fact that I might have to break cover in front of Tess.

			“It’s Evie,” Aveda said, throwing me a desperate shrug. “That’s one of Eliza’s many nicknames,” she whispered to Tess—but at that point, Tess was crying too hard to hear her. I didn’t think they were picking up on any of our conversation.

			“Evie!” Julie exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I told you not to trust them. The college.”

			“I know,” I said. “And I don’t. And Julie, I’m just so happy you’re okay.” I felt myself tearing up and blinked hard, determined to maintain my composure. Poor Tess was crying enough for both of us. “We have so many questions for you, we’re trying to help all the students at Morgan. But first, can you explain what you meant by that—what exactly did they do? Does it have something to do with the theory you and Tess were working on—about the fusing of demonic and ghostly energies?”

			“And what were you doing that was so dangerous?” Tess gasped out, looking up from their tears. “Why didn’t you tell me . . .” They shook their head, burying their face in their hands.

			“I mean, there’s a lot to tell and I . . .” Julie glanced nervously at the door, as if waiting for Jessie or the officious receptionist to appear. “I don’t have much time. But there’s a place you can start . . .” She paused for so long, Aveda and I exchanged a glance—it felt like we were both holding our breath, waiting for more precious keys to unlocking the hauntings. “Check the Morgan donor records,” Julie finally said. “Not the ones that are listed publicly, like in the alum newsletter. The confidential donor records.”

			“How?” Aveda said, hopping from one foot to the other. I couldn’t tell if she was impatient or cold. Probably both. “If they’re confidential, how do we check them? Oh, this is Angelica—I’m also part of this, uh, investigation.”

			“They’re in Provost Glennon’s office,” Julie said, leaning forward, her eyes flashing with urgency. “On her laptop if it’s there, but if not, there’s a drawer at the bottom of her desk where she keeps paper copies of certain sensitive records. It’s really tiny, almost hidden under the tabletop of the desk.”

			“What are we going to find there?” Aveda pressed, hopping back and forth more aggressively. “Why can’t you just tell us whatever this supposedly crucial information is?”

			“I can’t,” Julie said. Her eyes were glued to the door—and she looked terrified. “And I can’t explain more than that, I . . .”

			“Julie,” I said. “Listen, I understand what you’re going through. What you’re dealing with.”

			“You do?” she said, sounding skeptical.

			“Yeah, I . . .” I paused and turned to Aveda. “Can you take Tess back to the car? I’ll catch up.”

			“What?!” Tess’s head snapped up, tears still flowing down their cheeks. “No! I . . . I . . .” They dissolved into tears again.

			“It’s okay, Tess,” I said gently. “We’re going to help her, I promise—but I need you to go now. I need to talk to Julie alone. Please?”

			Tess didn’t protest further as Aveda led them away, tripping back through the weeds.

			I turned back to the window. Julie was slumped against her pillows, but her face was alert. Still listening.

			“That night in the theater, you said you had to take care of your sister—Jessie,” I said. “That you couldn’t die. That was me, too, during grad school. My sister and I were each other’s only family, and I . . .” My voice cracked. I desperately needed Julie to see that I was on her side. That I did understand. “I always felt like I was fighting this unending battle. Like I was never going to win. But above all—I only wanted to protect my sister. I wanted her to be okay.”

			There was another long pause. I held my breath.

			“I . . . I signed something,” Julie finally said, her voice flat—but I could hear all the regret and sadness underneath. “The college made me sign something. Or they’d come after me, they’d come after Jessie—”

			“Who made you sign something?” I pressed. “And did it have anything to do with what you and Tess were looking into—”

			“Jules, why is the window open?!” Jessie’s stressed-out voice rang out through the room, ratcheting my adrenaline all the way up.

			I dropped back into my crouch, out of sight, breathing hard, my heart beating a million miles a minute.

			“You’ll catch a cold or something—on top of what’s already happening to you,” Jessie admonished. “You shouldn’t even be awake right now.” I heard her footsteps pad across the room, and then the window slammed shut.

			I counted to ten, forcing myself to take deep breaths in and out. Then I slowly picked my way back through the weeds and to the car.

			“Well?” Aveda demanded, as soon as I got in.

			“We need to get those donor records,” I said. “And I have an idea.”

			I turned to Tess in the back seat. They appeared to have calmed down a bit, snuffling and dabbing their sleeves against their red-rimmed eyes.

			“Tess, Angelica and I need to go on that ghost crawl,” I said. “I think we can kill two spirits with one stone.”

		

	
		
			From the files of the secret ghost-hunting society of Morgan College

			TIPS ’N’ TRICKS FOR A SUCCESSFUL GHOST CRAWL!

			Greetings paranormal enthusiasts! The time is finally upon us for our most venerated holiday—Halloween! We know there are some in our greater community who consider this time of year “amateur hour,” but we truly believe any level of ghost appreciation is valid. Therefore we, the current collective membership of the secret ghost-hunting society of Morgan College, would like to take this opportunity to give you (that’s our future members—we are hoping the society will live for years to come! But keep this file in the society, please, we’re still a secret!) some tips in order to best enjoy one of our favorite traditions—the annual Halloween hauntings ghost crawl!

			The premise is fairly simple—shortly before Halloween, we meet at midnight and tour our campus’ most famous haunted locales to see if the spirits might pay us a visit. We then share and record our findings for the generations to come! Here are our simple tips to have the best, most haunted crawl possible!

			1. DO dress up in your Halloween finest! Costumes are a great way to bond with your fellow members and bring a heightened sense of festivity to the proceedings!

			2. DO attempt to commune with the spirits however you wish! We believe this is a fabulous opportunity to put all our theorizing to the test—perhaps you’ll be the first person to see the late, great Clementine Caldwell!

			3. DO NOT put down other members if their attempts at spirit interaction are unsuccessful! We’re all at different levels of our spirit journeys, and we need to be respectful of that.

			4. DO NOT eat candy corn or other especially crunchy snacks! We know the urge is great—believe us!—but we’ve discovered this tends to be disruptive to the spirits and also last year we got in trouble for getting the banister in Morgan Hall all sticky.

			5. DO NOT be late! Midnight, Morgan Hall. That’s the tradition and we’re sticking to it. It’s best if we go in as a group, tour each location as a group, and leave as a group. We’re all in this together!

			6. DO have a great time! This is an amazing opportunity to bond with both your fellow society members and the famous spirits of Morgan. And we can all eat candy corn afterward. Happy Halloween!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			“ARE WE SURE this is what one wears to a Halloween ghost crawl?” Aveda asked, scrutinizing her reflection in the mirror. It was the following night and we were preparing for our adventure. “I think maybe I look too good.”

			“What, you assumed we’d be in baggy camouflage and ski masks or something?” I retorted, giving her an amused look.

			“I thought maybe a little more of an incognito style would be involved, yes,” she said, laughing a little. “I feel positively ostentatious.”

			“Just the way you like it,” I teased. “But Tess said costumes are part of the Halloween ghost crawl tradition.”

			I joined her in front of the mirror, scoping us out. We’d joked briefly about wearing our official Evie and Aveda costumes—and maybe swapping them so we’d be dressed like each other. But we’d gone with The Heroic Trio—well, two thirds of the Trio. Aveda was in the stylish green spandex of Wonder Woman (no relation to the other Wonder Woman), while I’d opted for the bright red catsuit of Invisible Girl. And I had to say, we looked fabulous.

			Coming up with our costumes and getting ready together was strangely . . . fun. A bit of light-heartedness in the midst of worrying about Julie and Shelby and Pippa and Tess and wondering if my husband and I were ever going to speak again.

			I took a deep breath, focused on our reflections in the mirror, and tried to push aside the stab of utter sadness that shot through me whenever I thought of Nate. I still didn’t know how to fix things between us. I’d heard back from Doctor Goo, whose tests for supernatural components in my blood had proved inconclusive—and who had reiterated that everything seemed good and healthy with me and the baby. I’d texted Nate to let him know, and he’d just texted back, “OK, thank you.” Even though that shouldn’t have stung so hard, it did. I didn’t know that this “time apart” was really helping us.

			But . . . well, if Aveda and I could pull off this part of the mission, maybe it would at least bring us a little closer to figuring out this whole ghost thing and protecting the students of Morgan. So for now, I shoved aside my feelings and focused on that.

			“We’ll have to get Bea some leathers and goggles so she can be Thief Catcher,” Aveda said, straightening her mask and swirling her cape around her. “It’s almost a shame we have to glamour ourselves. Remember how we always wanted to dress up as the Trio for Halloween?”

			“Yes, and I also remember that we never did, because one, our parents couldn’t afford all the stuff we needed for screen-accurate costumes, and two, we could never agree on who got to be Invisible Girl,” I said, poking her in the arm. “And then there was that one year when you decided you were going to dress up as her without telling me.”

			“Yesssssss,” she said, her eyes shifting from side to side. “And my mother, in her infinite wisdom, sewed me a costume out of a bunch of old socks and dyed it red—everyone thought I was trying to be Clifford, the big red dog. Or, as some of our more racist classmates put it, Clifford the big red Asian dog. Because white people get dibs on every fucking character, even dogs.”

			“Is that why you gave in so easily this time?” I gave my red catsuit a once over, making sure it wasn’t bunching up weird anywhere.

			“Not exactly, although I would have given in solely on the basis of you being pregnant and uncomfortable and therefore deserving of every little thing your heart desires,” Aveda said, giving me a queenly smile. “But, no. I think I figured out a long while ago that I am actually Wonder Woman, and quite proud of it.”

			“I love that for you. So, shall we?” I gestured to the door. “You got the plan down?”

			“Enter Morgan Hall with the ghost-hunting society,” Aveda said, ticking off the steps with her fingers. “Scope out this crawl and see if they’re doing anything that might be useful to us. Check out Clementine’s mirrored door to see if it illuminates Tess’s ghostly experience. Then, during a boring moment, we’ll say you need to pee—”

			“—which I probably will, because pregnant,” I said.

			“And then break into Provost Glennon’s office and find those donor files!” Aveda crowed, pumping a fist in the air. “Huzzah!”

			“Huzzah,” I agreed, throwing an arm around her shoulders. Despite all the drama and stress in our current lives, my heart lifted just a little. Aveda and I were actually getting some true fun times out of this whole fake college experience. “Come on, Wonder Woman, let’s go trick or treating.”
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			“What the fuck,” Aveda hissed at me. “What are their costumes supposed to be?! Or are they all wearing the same costume, and it’s something we’re too old to know about?”

			“I don’t think so,” I whispered back as we made our way through the courtyard and toward Leonora and the rest of the ghost-hunting society, who were clustered outside Morgan Hall’s back entrance. “Maybe Tess can tell us what’s going on.”

			The society was clad all in sleek black—long-sleeved shirts, leggings, and matching black ankle boots. Leonora’s long rainbow hair was wound up on top of her head in a multicolored bun that looked like the inside of a kaleidoscope.

			“Greetings, warriors,” Leonora said, giving Aveda and me a frosty nod. “I see you’re very persistent. Who gave you the information about our little event?”

			“We have our sources,” I said smoothly, forcing myself not to look at Tess. “I told you, we’re serious about expanding our paranormal knowledge base, and this seems like a key activity to help us do just that.”

			“And where’s your other little friend?” Leonora said, eyeballing our costumes. I could tell she was not particularly impressed.

			“Shelby?” I said. “She’s not as into ghost-hunting as Angelica and I. I think that one courtyard encounter was enough.”

			“I see,” Leonora said, her tone still like ice. “Come along, then.” She wrinkled her nose at Aveda’s cape. “You may want to remove that piece of your, ah, ensemble, warrior. The work we do here sometimes requires a quick escape, and I wouldn’t want anything holding you back.”

			“Of course,” Aveda said through gritted teeth.

			“All right, my warriors, remember: we must be as quiet as possible,” Leonora said, bringing a theatrical finger to her lips as she unlocked the door to Morgan Hall. “The spirits may not feel comfortable emerging if we’re making too much of a ruckus.”

			Tess hung to the back of the group as we filed in, moving closer to Aveda and me.

			“Hey,” they whispered. “I’m sorry about the, um, costume thing. You guys look super cute.” They gave me a little smile. “Most of us actually showed up in costume—it’s a tradition, like I told you guys. It’s all detailed in some of the ghost society’s files, going back to when the society first started. But Leonora told us we weren’t taking the business of the paranormal seriously by indulging in, as she put it, ‘silly pageantry.’ She made us change.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” I whispered back. “How are you holding up?”

			“I’m okay,” they said, giving me a one-shouldered shrug. “I’m glad Julie’s okay. I tried calling that hospital—I know it’s supposed to be all secret and stuff, but I couldn’t help it. And they just said they’d moved her elsewhere. No other information.” Their face crumpled, and I squeezed their shoulder, even as my heart sank—where had the college swept Julie off to now? I could only hope Jessie would call me.

			“I just . . .” Tess shook their head and trailed off, lost in thought as we came to a stop in the foyer of Morgan Hall, right underneath a swooping high ceiling topped off by a skylight. I looked up and saw velvet black night dotted by tiny stars.

			“This is where we start the crawl,” Tess whispered to me. “We do everything we can to make each spirit feel like they can emerge, and then we document any evidence of paranormal activity.”

			“What does ‘evidence’ look like?” I asked.

			“Eliza, Tess!” Leonora snapped her fingers at us. “Quiet, please. The time for socializing is over. We must begin.”

			“So much for keeping our voices down,” Aveda muttered, crossing her arms over her chest. I noticed she hadn’t removed her cape. “Or maybe that only applies to her.” She jerked her chin at Leonora.

			“Yeah, only to her,” Tess muttered.

			“We’re starting with one of the oldest known spirits here at Morgan,” Leonora said, her voice hushed and dramatic. “Clementine Caldwell.”

			Her gaze swept over to Tess and she gave them a sickly sweet smile—I could sense the unspoken menace oozing from her shiny teeth. Tess winced and looked at the floor.

			“As you all know, our Tess thought they encountered Clementine,” Leonora continued. “But I want to show you all what an authentic encounter with this esteemed elder spirit is like.”

			I patted Tess’s back and gave them a meaningful look—Don’t let her get to you.

			“We’ll start by sitting on the floor, directly underneath this skylight,” Leonora continued, gesturing grandly. “The way the echoes work in the soundscape of this building, this has been proven to be the optimal spot for hearing Clementine’s footsteps.”

			“Right, because it wouldn’t make sense to actually go to her office,” Tess mumbled. “No sense at all.”

			I exchanged a look with Aveda as we settled ourselves on the floor, Aveda arranging her cape around her. So far, this excursion seemed to mostly be giving us further insight into tensions within the society.

			“All right, warriors,” Leonora said, lowering her voice dramatically. “Now we must be extremely quiet. Think of yourself as a statue. Take fewer breaths if you can, even. We must create space for Clementine.”

			Silence fell over the ghost-hunting society. Leonora, true to her words, was so still, it looked like she’d actually stopped breathing. A serene smile lit her face, her gaze wandering upward, as if summoning Clementine from the sky. Tess, meanwhile, looked like they were grudgingly holding their breath, indignation emanating from their every pore as they tried to hold themselves in place.

			I snuck a glance at Aveda. Being forced to be still, to just not do anything, was like her kryptonite. I could see the tension in her face, her shoulders, as she tried to maintain her statue-like pose. She was practically vibrating in place. And her eyes were searching everywhere, darting to the skylight, the staircase, the darkened windows.

			Hmm. When I’d envisioned going on this mission, I’d thought there would be ample opportunities to sneak away. I’d imagined more active ghost-hunting, the kind Tess described the society engaging in pre-Leonora. Lots of noise and chaos and people running around, trying to track down various spirits.

			But this was actually kind of boring. And definitely not providing Aveda and me with much opportunity to sneak off and get into Provost Glennon’s office.

			“Listen,” Leonora intoned softly. “Can you hear her?”

			I sat very still. Tried to focus on really listening. But all I heard was the heavy silence of the majestic building surrounding us. Not even a creak.

			We sat that way for a few moments more. Aveda kept trying to adjust her cape around her, making soft rustling sounds that earned us more disapproving looks from Leonora. Otherwise, everything was quiet. No footsteps from Clementine, no sounds of the building settling, no nothing. I was even starting to miss the wind against the windows that had creeped us out so much the night before.

			And at this point, I really did have to pee. My fetus, tiny as it still was, was practically stomping up and down on my bladder.

			I was just about to concoct some sort of medical emergency (which might not have been so far off the truth since working this hard to hold my pee in was surely the potential cause of many issues), when I heard another flurry of rustles next to me. I turned to see Tess leaping to their feet, the indignation they’d been trying to hold inside finally overwhelming them.

			“Clementine!” they called out. “Are you here?!”

			“Tess—young warrior!” Leonora admonished. “What have we said about non-interference?”

			“That’s what you said!” Tess shot back. They threw their head back, bellowing toward the skylight. “And I’m done listening! Clementine! Are you here?”

			No response. No footsteps. But Tess’s rebellion had an impact. The other society members were getting to their feet now, throwing the occasional worried glance Leonora’s way.

			“Clementine?” Miriam said softly.

			“We want to talk you!” another girl called out.

			“We really do—Clementine!” Tess yelled again.

			“Warriors!” Leonora scrambled to her feet, shooting all of them forbidding looks. “What is the meaning of this? We’ve been over the proper way to approach ghosts over and over again—”

			“And the proper way isn’t doing anything!” Tess retorted. “Students are in danger right now, Professor, we need to do everything we can to—”

			“To what?” Leonora said, frowning. “Provoke more flights of fancy? Really, Tess. I know you want to see ghosts very badly—”

			“I’m not the only one who had an encounter like that!” Tess snapped. “Shelby—”

			“Shelby’s claims are also quite suspect,” Leonora retorted. “Perhaps I should resign as faculty advisor, if you find my methods so problematic. Of course, that means you’ll need to find another advisor since you aren’t permitted to operate the society without one. What a shame it would be to see it all go away—”

			“Holy shit!” Miriam screeched.

			We all whipped around to see Miriam gesturing frantically at a small flicker of light. At first glance, it looked like something that might just be a trick of the eye, a car passing by or the phone of someone walking through the courtyard.

			But as we all scrutinized it more closely, I realized it was its own thing, a tiny burst of light floating up the stairs . . .

			“That’s her! That’s Clementine!” Tess cried.

			“We don’t know that for certain,” Leonora said. “The best thing to do is to sit back down and be still—”

			“Oh, fuck that!” Aveda interjected, scrambling to her feet. I was right there with her.

			Together, we ran through the foyer and clattered up the staircase, ignoring Leonora yelling after us. “If you follow that, I will have you expelled!” she screamed. “Society warriors, we must clear out now—everyone follow me to the exit! This encounter has been tainted.”

			I threw a glance over my shoulder and saw Leonora herding the students out of the building. Tess met my eyes, their expression panicky. I made a shooing motion at them: Go. Get out of here. We’ll handle this.

			“Pretty sure Leonora can’t expel us—we’re not even technically enrolled,” Aveda growled.

			I nodded in agreement, huffing and puffing as I tried to keep up with Aveda, who was taking the stairs two at a time. We passed by all those Halloween decorations again, the rubber bats bobbing and the plastic skeletons rattling as we swept by. I gripped the heavy, ornate metal banister even though my palms had gone all sweaty, and pushed aside the cotton ball cobwebs that brushed against my hands. And I kept my eyes trained on the tiny, glowing light flying up the stairs. It was like a little Tinkerbell, dancing through the air.

			On the third floor, the tiny light burst hesitated for a moment—then abruptly switched directions, bobbing down the hallway.

			“Follow that light!” Aveda cried.

			We bounded to the top of the staircase and skidded into the hallway, where another plastic skeleton friend greeted us. We were both breathing heavily (okay, me more than Aveda), the pounding of our running feet cutting through the silence.

			“I assume it’s going for Clementine’s office?” Aveda called over her shoulder.

			“Yes!” I yelled back. “I think it’s at the end of the hall, to the right!”

			“Roger that!” Aveda yelled, sweeping her cape around her in dramatic superhero fashion. I resisted the urge to giggle or maybe even applaud—the cape might be cumbersome, but she really knew how to make it work.

			The light bobbed merrily down the hall, seemingly unconcerned that we were so intent on chasing it. Or catching it? I wasn’t sure what the plan was if we finally overtook it. We’d figure that part out later.

			The light made it to the end of the hall. Aveda and I were almost there and I tried to pour on a little extra speed.

			“We got this!” Aveda yelled over her shoulder.

			The light paused at the end of the hall, drifting to the right, toward Clementine’s office . . .

			Aveda and I skidded to a stop in front of Clementine’s office door, the light bobbing in place above us.

			“What do we do now?” Aveda said, her eyes locked on the light.

			I shook my head—what was the light trying to tell us? Was it Clementine’s spirit? Had it led us here for a specific reason or was it an everyday haunting type of thing? Then again, if Tess’s and Julie’s theory was correct and demonic energy had fused with the paranormal . . .

			My gaze wandered to Clementine’s office door—and I did a double take, my heart dropping in my chest.

			“Annie,” I whispered, pointing a shaking finger at the door’s mirrored surface. “Look at the door.”

			She lowered her gaze and her eyes nearly bugged out of her head.

			“Oh my god,” she murmured. She took a step closer, scrutinizing the mirror. “Is that us?”

			It was just as Tess had described. Our reflections weren’t exactly us; they were a ghostly version of us. Blue glow, hollow eyes, screaming mouths. Glowering back at us, sizing us up. Projecting sheer malevolence.

			“Back away slowly,” I said. “Maybe if we . . .”

			Before I could complete that thought, the Evie ghost snarled and lunged—and stepped clean out of the mirror.

			“Fuck!” Aveda spat out. “Run!”

			We took off, propelling ourselves away from the office. The light seemed to pick up on what we were doing and flung itself after us, whizzing over our heads.

			“I think it’s still guiding us,” I yelled to Aveda, my eyes glued to the light as it bobbed down the hall—in the opposite direction of Clementine’s office. “It could be guiding us to our doom, though.”

			“Let’s get away from that doom first,” Aveda called over her shoulder, jerking her thumb at the situation behind us—the Evie and Aveda ghosts were hot on our heels, their snarls echoing down the hallway. “Then we’ll worry about whatever plans the light has for us.”

			The light threw itself to the left, rounding a corner at the end of the hall. Aveda and I followed suit. My footsteps felt heavy and slow, and my labored breathing rang through my ears, adrenaline spiking with every move forward. I tried to keep my eyes on the light, tried to avoid looking behind me, even as I heard the Evie and Aveda ghost snarls getting closer . . . and closer . . . and closer . . .

			I heard them crash into one of the plastic skeletons, roaring in frustration as it clattered to the floor.

			The light came to an abrupt stop in front of a door in the middle of the hall.

			“Wait . . .” Aveda skidded to a stop, frowning up at the light. I came to my own ungraceful stop, nearly crashing into her.

			The light just kept bobbing outside the door, looking oddly serene.

			And the snarls from the Evie and Aveda ghosts were getting closer still . . .

			“Goddammit,” Aveda snarled. “What should we—”

			The light responded by zipping high in the air, then plunging down low and flicking itself underneath the doorway.

			“Ahhh, fuck!” Aveda growled. She jiggled the doorknob, but the office was, of course, locked. “I can’t pick the lock with my telekinesis,” she said, stomping her foot in frustration. “It’s a delicate procedure, and I can’t . . .”

			Just then, the Evie and Aveda ghosts rounded the corner, barreling toward us.

			“Fuck it!” I yelled.

			I called up every bit of my emotions—the fear, the panic, the sheer adrenaline coursing through my veins . . .

			A fireball appeared in my hand—and I flung it at the doorknob, burning the entire thing clean off.

			The Evie ghost slashed a hand through the air, letting loose with a particularly vicious snarl—so close she almost snagged Aveda’s cape. A chill rushed through me, they were almost on top of us . . .

			I shoved the door open and Aveda and I tumbled inside and slammed it shut behind us. We heard the ghosts howl with rage on the other side.

			“Can they get through?” Aveda gasped, leaning hard against the door. “Did we just trap ourselves or . . .”

			Abruptly, the howling stopped.

			“Remember, Tess said their ‘echo ghost’ vanished,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “Maybe ours did, too? But we should wait a bit, just to make sure.”

			“Where has our little fairy friend led us, then?” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing at the bouncing burst of light.

			This office was actually pretty spacious compared to the other offices in Morgan Hall—you could have easily fit three of my cramped grad student offices in here. It probably belonged to someone much more important in the college ecosystem. The desk was cluttered with stacks of books, papers, and a battered Morgan College mug stuffed with pens. I tried the light switch, already half knowing it wasn’t going to work. That seemed to be a recurring problem at Morgan.

			The floating light bobbed lower, hovering over the nameplate on the desk.

			Aveda and I moved closer to investigate.

			“Wait a minute . . .” Aveda breathed out, her eyes narrowing at the nameplate.

			Gloria Glennon, Provost

			“This is Provost Glennon’s office?” I exclaimed. We’d planned on poking around until we found it, but our little light friend had led us straight here.

			We stared at the light for a moment, as if it might provide further guidance. But it just bobbed in place . . . then swept itself over to another door, which led to a tiny bathroom.

			“Oh!” I said, my need to pee returning with a vengeance. “I think it is trying to help us. Hold on.”

			I darted in, did the challenging work of wriggling out of my red jumpsuit, and relieved my poor bladder.

			“It’s just hanging out up there,” Aveda said, gesturing to the ceiling as I emerged from the bathroom. The light burst had taken up residence in the far right corner of the office and looked serene again, bobbing in place. “I can’t tell what it’s doing, what it wants . . .”

			“Maybe it wants us to accomplish our original mission,” I said, crossing the room to Provost Glennon’s desk. I scanned the surface of the desk, poking around among the books and papers. No laptop. That meant we’d need to look for the paper versions of the donor files. “Keep an eye on the light,” I said, kneeling down next to the desk. “I’m about to potentially destroy more college property.”

			I channeled all my feelings into my fire, making a small flame spark in the palm of my hand. Then I held that up to the desk, looking for the bottom drawer Julie Vũ had described. It was just as she’d said—hidden underneath the tabletop of the desk, so tiny you’d definitely mistake it for mere decoration at first glance.

			I jiggled the handle and it popped right open. Apparently it wasn’t so secret that Provost Glennon was worried about anyone checking out its contents. I peered inside—it seemed to be stuffed full of papers, not organized with any rhyme or reason. I pulled them all out and plopped them on top of the desk, settling myself into Provost Glennon’s chair.

			“Are these all secret donor records?” I murmured, shuffling through the stack.

			“I don’t know,” Aveda said. “But you’d think she’d keep them in somewhat better order if they’re such important documents.” She was keeping her eyes glued to the little light burst hanging out by the ceiling. It was still bobbing in place, not going anywhere.

			I turned back to the sheaf of papers and pawed through, skimming their contents. Some of them contained a multitude of grids and spreadsheets, documenting the college’s overall financial health.

			I sifted through more papers. Enrollment figures, faculty budgets, and what looked suspiciously like Provost Glennon’s dry cleaning bill—until finally, I found what I was looking for. It was yet another spreadsheet with a neat column of names and figures—and a helpful heading at the top identifying it as TOP DONORS—CONFIDENTIAL.

			“Got it,” I said, giving a triumphant fist-pump.

			I pulled the donor list free from Provost Glennon’s stack of papers, stuffed the rest back in the drawer, and closed it up tight. Then I folded the list up so I could stuff it in my pocket—wait a minute. My catsuit didn’t actually have pockets. Why were official superheroine costumes so non-functional?

			“Here,” Aveda said, reaching out a hand. “I’ve got it.”

			She tucked it into a pocket on the underside of her cape.

			“Oh my god,” I said, getting to my feet. “Your cape has pockets?”

			“Of course,” she said with an elegant shrug. “Why wouldn’t it?”

			I was opening my mouth to retort when we heard the light patter of footsteps downstairs. We both froze.

			“Did some of the ghost crawlers linger behind?” Aveda whispered. “Or are those our echo ghosts again?”

			We both shut up again, instinctively moving to hide behind one of Provost Glennon’s tall bookcases. Our friend the tiny light burst stayed up in the corner, still bobbing in place. Silence enveloped us for a moment, thick with tension.

			Then we heard the footsteps again. It sounded like they were creaking up the stairs now, very slowly.

			“Dammit,” Aveda hissed, wrapping her cape more tightly around her. “Why isn’t this an invisibility cloak?”

			“What, it doesn’t also have that component?” I said dryly.

			The footsteps stopped for a moment, then resumed. It sounded like whoever it was had gotten to our floor, and was now making their way down the hall. Aveda and I squished ourselves more into the bookshelf, both of us practically holding our breath.

			The footsteps got closer.

			And closer.

			Now they were turning the corner, coming down the hall . . .

			Creak creak creak

			“Holy shit,” I breathed out. “Do you think that’s Clementine?”

			“Shhhh!” Aveda hissed.

			The footsteps stopped outside the door. And the door creaked open.

			“What the . . .” A familiar voice echoed through the room. Then the lights flicked on.

			“Evie?” the voice said.

			“Provost Glennon?” I said, poking my head out from behind the bookshelf.

			She shot me a look of consternation, then opened her mouth to speak . . .

			And it was right at that moment that our tiny burst of light exploded into an extremely large burst of light. I closed my eyes instinctively, managing to open them just as a shadowy form landed on the office floor with an eardrum-shattering CRASH.

			Aveda and I both screamed.

			The shadow turned itself over, coughing and wheezing. That’s when I realized the shadow was a person—a person I recognized.

			“Pippa?!” I squeaked, unable to believe my eyes.

			“Yeah,” she coughed out, her voice raspy. “Where the hell am I?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			“I NEED YOU all to explain what happened here,” Provost Glennon said, pacing in front of us. She stopped and pinched the bridge of her nose. “From the beginning. I’d forgotten something in my office, and I come to retrieve it and find . . .” She made a series of expansive gestures. “. . . all this chaos.”

			“We were on a ghost crawl—”

			“There was a weird light we had to follow—”

			“I burned your doorknob off, but it was an emergency—”

			“I fell out of the fucking sky—”

			“Stop!” Provost Glennon held up her hands, leveling all three of us with a long-suffering look. She’d marched us back down to the foyer, where Aveda and I were now crammed into a stiff, uncomfortable loveseat and Pippa was sprawled on a chaise-longue, being examined by a doctor from the on-campus clinic. The lights were on now, making all the Halloween decorations seem even more cartoonish—I tried not to stare at the limp plastic skeleton in the corner of the foyer, who had been positioned so it was waving to us. “First, tell me why you were all in my office,” Provost Glennon continued. “Why you apparently broke into my office.”

			“We were chasing what we thought was a ghost,” I said, exchanging a look with Aveda. We could actually tell most of the truth here and be in the clear. But I had to be careful about what I revealed to Provost Glennon. I still didn’t know everything about her involvement with all this, and I definitely didn’t trust her. I had to tamp down on my urge to turn it around and ask her questions—I knew that probably wasn’t going to get us anywhere at the moment. “And then some other ghosts chased us. I’m afraid we had to break into your office to escape. We’re not actively trying to damage more Morgan College landmarks, but sometimes it’s unavoidable.”

			“I see,” Provost Glennon said, exasperation crossing her face. “And what happened once you’d followed it into my office?”

			“It was floating up by the ceiling,” Aveda said. “Then after you came in, it, like . . .” She made an exploding motion with her hands. “. . . and Pippa here emerged from it. Fell out of the sky. Like she said.”

			Pippa gave Aveda a thumbs-up. She didn’t seem to be hurt, but her general demeanor was dazed and a little shell-shocked, like she was still trying to parse what, exactly, had happened.

			So were we.

			“She seems to be fine, physically,” the campus doctor said, nodding at Provost Glennon. “Perhaps a bit dehydrated. I recommend bed rest for a week. And of course call the clinic if you have any issues.”

			“Will do, Doc,” Pippa said, her voice still raspy.

			“Pippa,” I said, leaning forward, “are you sure you’re okay?”

			“Totally fine,” she said, waving a hand. I studied her for a moment. That . . . didn’t seem super likely. But maybe she wasn’t ready to process the trauma of what she’d gone through just yet. So I switched gears, making a mental note to keep a close eye on her emotional reactions.

			“Do you have any idea where you were?” I asked. “Or how long you’ve been gone?”

			“No,” Pippa said, accepting the bottle of water the doctor passed to her. “I . . .” She trailed off, her brow crinkling.

			“What’s the last thing you remember?” Aveda said.

			“Wait a sec,” Pippa said, taking a gulp of water and pulling herself into a sitting position. “I have questions, too! You aren’t just a TA, are you, Eliza? Like, a normal TA?”

			“We’ll get to that later.” I gave her a coaxing smile. “I promise. But first, we need to retrace your steps. What were you doing before you were taken . . . wherever you were taken?”

			Pippa blew out a long breath, her eyes rolling skyward. With her platinum hair mussed and her bold eyeliner rubbed off, she looked heartbreakingly young.

			“Shelby and I had a fight,” she said, parsing each word slowly. “We were in our room, and I wanted to go back to the party. I was so wide awake after our little Taco Bell share-fest, ya know? But she had to go to bed for crew. And I didn’t listen, because I’m bad at that.” She frowned into space and took a gulp of water, her gaze wandering over to the waving skeleton. “So finally I told her she was being boring and stormed out. I went back to the party, but it was pretty much done, the rec room had emptied out, and then . . .” She trailed off, her eyes going a bit unfocused.

			“And then what?” Aveda urged.

			“All of a sudden, it was just blackness. All around me.”

			“Like you passed out?” I said. “Or blacked out from drinking?”

			“No.” Her gaze went to the ceiling, her face twisting as she tried to call up the memories. “That’s what I thought at first—but then I realized I was still conscious. One minute I was entering the rec room, contemplating my friendships and my crushes and well, the sheer nature of my existence . . . and then the next, I was enveloped in darkness. I reached out, tried to stand up, but I couldn’t move very far. It was like I was stuck in some kind of, I don’t know, coffin.” She shuddered. “And everything I touched around me was kind of soft and velvety. It was so weird.”

			I frowned, wondering if Aveda was thinking the same thing I was. The atmosphere Pippa was describing sounded all too familiar—though I needed to check with Bea to be sure.

			“Did you have any concept about how much time was passing?” Aveda said. “And did you interact with anyone while you were in this coffin-type thing?”

			“No.” Pippa shook her head emphatically. “It was like I was suddenly pulled away from reality. Swept off of Earth. Taken somewhere completely alien . . . I fell asleep eventually. Woke up. Kept trying to yell for help or find a way to escape, but nothing.” She shrugged and took another gulp of water, polishing off the bottle. The doctor handed her another one. “I was just about to scratch my way out with my bare hands, when I heard . . . voices.” Her eyes widened with realization. “They were your voices! Eliza and Angelica! And suddenly I saw this tiny bit of light, so I tried to follow it.”

			“So you weren’t guiding us?” Aveda asked. “ ’Cause we were chasing you.”

			“No, I was just trying to follow the light,” Pippa mused. “And then there was, like, a massive burst of light, and then suddenly I’m falling from the sky and landing on my ass in the provost’s office.” She raised her water bottle at Provost Glennon in a toast. “Sorry about that. Hope I didn’t break anything.”

			“Eliza already broke the door, so I think you’re good,” Aveda snorted.

			“Yes, all good,” Provost Glennon confirmed. “I’m just glad you’re unharmed, Pippa.” She was studying Pippa intently—and once again, her odd little smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

			“Do you want us to escort you back to the dorm?” Aveda asked Pippa.

			“We can explain all about our, er, special TA duties on the way there,” I added.

			“That would be great,” Pippa said, stretching her arms over her head and letting out a mighty yawn. “But first . . . actually, I’m starving. Can you . . .”

			“Get you some food? Of course,” I said.

			“I have a very specific food in mind,” Pippa said. She grinned at us and quirked an eyebrow, regaining some of her usual sparkle.

			“Oh, yes,” Aveda said, returning her grin. “We all deserve some of that.”
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			Before we set out on another Taco Bell adventure, we stopped by Mara Dash to pick up Shelby. Pippa managed to text pretty much anyone who might have been worried about her on our way there, but she wanted to surprise Shelby. My heart warmed seeing Pippa get a little extra bounce in her step as we approached her dorm room.

			I marveled at how quickly she seemed to have recovered—she actually hadn’t been especially interested in our explanation of our “special TA duties,” she mostly just wanted to get back to Shelby. She was practically beaming as she knocked on the door.

			We heard shuffling noises, Shelby muttering to herself. We all leaned in, the air thick with anticipation. Pippa hopped from one foot to the other, barely able to contain herself.

			“What?” Shelby demanded as she opened the door, rubbing her eyes. “Who’s—”

			Then she saw Pippa and her eyes widened to the size of dinner plates.

			“Holy shit!” she screamed. And slammed the door in our faces.

			“Shel!” Pippa burst into giggles. She knocked on the door again. “Open up!”

			The door creaked open more slowly, Shelby staring at us in utter disbelief.

			“It’s really you,” she said, her voice tremulous.

			“It’s me,” Pippa said, throwing her arms wide.

			Shelby dove into them, crying hard. “I . . . I didn’t know where you were,” she sobbed. “I thought I’d never see you again. I’m . . . I’m sorry we fought . . . I . . .” The rest of her words were swallowed by sobs as she buried her face in Pippa’s shoulder.

			“It’s okay, Shel—I’m sorry, too. I was a jerk. But I’m here now. I’m okay,” Pippa said, reaching up to brush away tears of her own. “And that’s all that matters.”

			I took a step back, giving them space, and motioned for Aveda to do the same. She linked her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder.

			“We do okay sometimes,” she said softly.

			I smiled and let my own tears fall. Maybe I couldn’t fix everything that was wrong right now, maybe I couldn’t make my supposedly perfect life actually perfect . . . but at least I could do this.

			And for now, that was enough.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“So what delight shall I try tonight,” Aveda said, gripping the steering wheel with zeal.

			“Cheesy Gordita Crunch!” Pippa sang out from the back seat, where she was safely ensconced with Shelby—and Carpet Ball, who was riding in Shelby’s lap. “The most disgusting Taco Bell food item and therefore also the best. I think it contains five kinds of cheese—or cheese-like product.”

			“I must have it,” Aveda marveled, her eyes lighting up.

			I grinned at her and felt that pulse of easy warmth again—the camaraderie of all of us crammed in the car, heading to late-night fast food.

			Pippa and Shelby were chattering away in the back, Pippa recounting her big adventure and talking about some costume ideas for the upcoming Halloween Courtyard Bash. I studied her in the rearview mirror as she gesticulated all over the place, her eyes bright and animated.

			“Hey,” I murmured to Aveda, low enough so Shelby and Pippa couldn’t hear—they were so wrapped up in their conversation, it’s doubtful they would have heard me anyway. “Is Pippa really okay? She’s been through so much, but she seems so . . . I don’t know. Her bounce-back is a little too fast, no?”

			Aveda’s gaze drifted to the rearview mirror, homing in on Pippa just as the girl let out an uproarious laugh.

			“Mmm,” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing. “I think I know what’s happening. Let me try something.” She raised her voice, so it carried to the back seat. “What’s so funny back there?” she asked, grinning at Pippa and Shelby in the rearview mirror.

			“Aw, nothing,” Pippa said, waving a hand and giving Shelby an impish grin. Shelby clutched Carpet Ball to her chest. “Just glad to be back with my ride-or-die, here. Hey, maybe we should do Fast and the Furious costumes for the bash!”

			“And I’m so happy you’re back too,” Aveda said, nodding encouragingly. “But, ah . . . you know, Eliza and I have a bit of experience with the supernatural. It can be very disconcerting—”

			“Nah, I’m not disconcerted,” Pippa said, her big grin widening. “I’m totally fine.”

			“Of course you are,” Aveda said, making her voice soothing. “But, Pippa . . .” She paused, considering. “Even the strongest among us needs to break down sometimes. Even the most fabulous, the people who always seem to be the life of the party. That’s one reason I’m so lucky to have Eliza, here—she’s always there for me when I really need to lose my shit, you know? And I try to be there for her. So if you have any other feelings—besides being totally fine—well, we’re all here for you.”

			“We are,” I agreed, smiling at Aveda.

			“And I am, like, extra,” Shelby said, taking Pippa’s hand. “Because I’m your ride-or-die.”

			For a moment, Pippa’s bright smile stayed in place—but now I could see the strain underneath, the way the barest hint of uncertainty flashed through her eyes. Her smile wobbled, wavered.

			Then her lower lip quivered . . . and she burst into tears.

			“I . . . oh god. I was so . . . so scared . . .” she whimpered. “I . . .” She trailed off, shaking her head as tears poured down her cheeks.

			“Hey, Pips.” Shelby pulled her into a hug and allowed Pippa to collapse against her. “It’s okay,” she said, stroking her hair. “Here, hold Carpet Ball, Carpet Ball always makes things better. I’ve got you, okay? Whatever you need.”

			“What we all need right now is Taco Bell,” Aveda said, maneuvering the car into the drive-thru, to the end of the long late-night line. “Cheesy Gordita Crunches for all!”

			“That was some nice work, Angelica,” I murmured to her as Shelby consoled Pippa. They were wrapped up in a cuddly three-way hug with Carpet Ball. “You’re pretty good at this mom thing, too.”

			“Yeesh.” Aveda shuddered. “Do not say that in front of my mother. I will murder you.”

			I grinned at her. “Spoken like a true ride-or-die.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			“STILL SO DELICIOUS.” Aveda sighed with satisfaction as she polished off her second Cheesy Gordita Crunch. “It’s a good thing there’s not one of these next to HQ, or I’d be doomed.”

			“Bad news: there is,” I said, giggling. “It’s just never been on your radar. There are Taco Bells everywhere, Annie.”

			“Oh, no,” Aveda moaned, licking her fingers. “How will I tell Scott I have a new true love? I’m leaving him for this cheese.”

			“I’m sure he’ll understand,” I said wryly. “We are all helpless against the power of the Cheesy Gordita Crunch.”

			We’d dropped Pippa and Shelby off at their room and left them alone for more BFF bonding time. Now I wanted to explore the theory I’d been toying with in my head earlier, about where Pippa had been taken to.

			“Let’s call Bea,” I said, gathering up the remnants of our hot sauce trough and tossing them in the trash. “There was something Pippa said that reminded me of one of Bea’s experiences a couple months ago, and . . . well, let’s get her on the FaceTime so I can tell both of you.”

			I tapped Bea’s name on my phone and waited for her face to fill the screen.

			“Evie!” she exclaimed, her eyes widening. “Is it just me, or do we talk more now that I live an ocean away?”

			“I think we do.” I smiled at her. “I wanted to update you on the ghost shenanigans: Pippa’s been returned from wherever she was. And . . . well. Bea, I was wondering if you could describe what you remember about that dimension of the Otherworld you jumped into—the sort of prison dimension where Mom-Demon was keeping her kidnapped humans.”

			“Right.” Bea nodded, her face going thoughtful. “I remember it was total darkness, like I was surrounded by a night sky. And it was hard to move—the atmosphere was heavier, somehow. Or made of whatever the demon equivalent of molasses is. But when I reached out and tried to touch stuff, it felt weirdly nice. Like velvet.”

			“So basically exactly like what Pippa described,” I said, excitement surging through me. This was an actual solid connection.

			“It sounds like Pippa was kept in an even more contained space,” Aveda said, her brow furrowing. “Bea and the other humans in Mom-Demon’s dimension could move about somewhat freely, once they got the hang of it.”

			“Maybe Pippa wasn’t there long enough to get the hang of it,” I mused.

			“Oh my gosh!” Bea waved her arms around. “Are you guys saying Pippa was being held prisoner in the Otherworld?” She leaned in, her eyes sparking with interest. “So this means demons are definitely involved in all this weirdness, right? The students you mentioned, Tess and Julie—that’s what they were theorizing?” I’d filled Bea in on everything we’d learned from Tess about the ghost society and their and Julie’s research, as well as Victoria’s ghostly story. She always seemed to see connections I didn’t.

			“Yes, I think that’s a great hypothesis,” I said. The word “hypothesis” made me think of Nate and I felt a little stab in my heart. “Tess and Julie think demonic energy somehow fused with remnants of ghostly energy on campus.”

			“Like the demons of the Otherworld figured out how to link up with the ghosts of Morgan,” Bea said thoughtfully. “And now they’re working together. That’s a whole lot of Do Not Want.” Bea held up her hands, as if to ward off evil. “But yeah, this could be another instance of the walls between our world and the Otherworld rubbing so thin in spots—it gives the demons more ways to commune with possible evils here on Earth.”

			“So you’re saying supernatural beings of all worlds have a group text,” I said.

			“Just what we need,” Aveda snorted.

			“That also seems to go with what Julie was starting to discover,” I mused. “And somehow, Bea, it sounds like she got ahold of some of your classified research—I know that information can probably be found by anyone who’s tenacious enough, but I still wonder how she got her hands on specific reports.”

			“Sounds like a girl after my own heart,” Bea said.

			“So how do we get in on this group text?” Aveda said, throwing up her hands. “The Otherworld demons always seem to be trying to get control of our realm. Do the ghosts want that, too? Or is it more along the lines of what you said earlier, Evie: are the ghosts of Morgan sick of being trapped here and the demons are giving them a way to pass over more efficiently—”

			“—in the form of giving them some kind of power boost?” I said, completing the thought.

			“Or,” Bea said, “the ghosts’ motive could be, you know, eviler than that. They could be looking for something much more pure—like vengeance.”

			“What does kidnapping Pippa get them, though?” I said, trying to come at it from a different angle. “In either scenario.”

			“Maybe that’s specific to the location she was taken from—and the ghost who shows up there,” Bea said. “Victoria and her special punch might have gotten y’all to speak your truth, but that doesn’t mean she’s not still pissed off at how the college failed her and Jocelyn. Maybe she wants to take one of Morgan’s current daughters as retribution.”

			“That would have only hurt Morgan if Pippa had stayed kidnapped, though,” Aveda said. “And it doesn’t sound like she escaped on her own. The Otherworld basically spat her back out.”

			“We don’t know that’s what happened,” I said. “Maybe that dimension, for whatever reason, couldn’t hold her and she slipped away.”

			“Yeah,” Bea said, nodding thoughtfully. “None of the dimensions I visited seemed particularly stable. We don’t know enough about how the Otherworld works at this point to know why Pippa was returned.”

			“Argh,” Aveda said. “Why does it always seem like the more information we gather, the less we actually know?”

			“Let’s step back, try approaching things from another angle,” I said. “Like what Julie was trying to tell us at the hospital. Annie, is the donor list we, er, borrowed from Provost Glennon’s office still in your cape?”

			“Whoa, Aveda has a cape with pockets?” Bea crowed, as Aveda fished around for the pilfered document. “That is next level.”

			“Well, of course,” Aveda said, passing the paper over to me. I unfolded it and scrutinized its detailed grid. Names, numbers, addresses. What was I looking for? I wished Julie Vũ had given us just one more clue.

			“Take a photo and send me the doc,” Bea said. “I can scan through, too.”

			I obliged, and for a moment the three of us sat in silence, trying to find a clue amongst the boring grid of names and numbers.

			“Ugh,” Aveda said. “Are we about to pull an all-nighter studying these cursed pieces of paper? Because now that I think about it, staring at numbers until my eyeballs fall out is one college experience I don’t think I need.”

			“We can always get more Taco Bell,” I teased.

			“What, you guys got Taco Bell?” Bea shrieked. “Without me?”

			I grinned at both of them and went back to studying the paper in front of me. I couldn’t help but think back to my own grad school all-nighters, how I’d somehow learned to subsist on almost no sleep, how letters and words would start to blur into nonsense in front of me right before I fell asleep on my book.

			There was one night that had been particularly bad. It was late, I’d just gotten off a shift at the campus bookstore, and I had an important paper due the next day. I’d set myself up on the broken-down living room couch in my and Bea’s apartment. I had caffeine, I had my research, I had a full laptop battery, and I was determined to power through at all costs.

			Until Bea had called to me from the kitchen, wondering why we didn’t have the right kind of peanut butter for a sandwich she was trying to make.

			“Where’s the chunky?” she’d said, waving the jar around.

			I was so sleep-deprived and hopped up on caffeine, it had taken me a few seconds to parse her questions. “Uh. The creamy’s what we usually get?” I’d said, my voice tipping up at the end like it was a question.

			“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Mom and I always got the chunky. That’s what we like—um, liked for our sandwich.”

			I’d had to stare at her in silence again for a moment as I tried to decipher what was really going on. Bea and Mom had a special sandwich they’d liked to make together: peanut butter, jelly, bananas, and chocolate chips. My dad and I both thought it was disgusting, and it had become a sweet bonding thing between Bea and Mom.

			But after Mom died, Bea stopped making the sandwich. She hadn’t eaten anything involving peanut butter in ages, and since we were on a tight budget, I’d just started buying the kind I liked. I hadn’t heard her complain, so I’d assumed this was fine—but she was so mercurial at that point, it was hard to know for sure. I never knew what was going to set her off, and I had limited mental and emotional bandwidth to spend on figuring it out. (Or at least this was how our therapist had put it to us in one of our joint sessions.)

			“Bea,” I’d said, trying to reason with her (trying to apply “reason” when it came to all things Bea Tanaka was always my first mistake). “You haven’t made that sandwich in . . . I mean, it’s been a long time. You don’t really eat peanut butter—”

			“Yes, I do,” she’d said, her lower lip trembling. “I totally do. I love peanut butter.”

			“—so I just got the kind I like,” I continued, my voice taking on a placating quality—as if I were speaking to a toddler. It was a tone I’d later use countless times on Aveda when I was her personal assistant and she was in diva mode. “We can get both kinds next time we go to the store.”

			“I need to make my sandwich now,” she said, her expression stubborn.

			“Well, I can’t go to the store now,” I said, my patience fraying with every word. “I have a paper to finish and I’m going to be up all night as it is.”

			“But . . . but . . .” Her faced turned red, her eyes filling with tears.

			“Bea.” I took the jar from her, still trying to decipher the mystery of this impending tantrum. It felt like a puzzle that wouldn’t fit, and I didn’t have the energy to make it fit. “Really, what’s the problem? It’s just peanut butter.”

			That’s when she’d crumpled entirely, falling to the floor in a sobbing heap. And I’d had no idea what to do. I’d watched her for a minute, trying to process where all these tears were coming from. Why a sandwich had provoked a complete meltdown.

			But my brain stuttered and stopped, unable to get beyond the simple facts of the situation:

			1. Somehow I, Bea’s primary caregiver, had totally failed her.

			2. I had no idea why.

			3. I didn’t know how to fix it.

			So I’d heaved a long sigh and settled myself next to her on the floor. My gaze kept drifting to the living room, the couch, the paper I was supposed to be working on. I couldn’t get back to that until I figured out how to get Bea to stop crying and eat something at least semi-nutritious, even if it had to involve the inferior peanut butter I’d been so foolish to purchase.

			This was one of those times when I’d wished I had a different kind of superpower. If I’d been able to magically take on this deep, dark pain she was feeling, just give it to myself, go through it for her . . . I would have. But I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t do anything to stop her inconsolable sobs. And as long as she was sobbing, I couldn’t work on my paper. I couldn’t leave her side. I had to figure out how to fix it—that need burned through me like wildfire.

			It was moments like these that made me feel like I was failing at every single one of my responsibilities.

			In the end, I hadn’t really fixed it. She wore herself out crying and fell asleep on the kitchen floor. I covered her with a blanket and brought my laptop and research in from the couch, sitting there with her and tapping away at my paper until the early morning sun started to stream through the windows.

			I’d felt exhausted down to the bone. Like I had nothing left to give, but had to keep giving anyway.

			I’d finished the paper, but it hadn’t been very good. I still remembered racing up the stairs of Morgan Hall, trying to turn it in on time—Professor Connolly had been an old-fashioned sort, and insisted on hard copy papers turned in by a specific hour. And as for Bea, she’d treated me to sullen looks and pouting for the rest of the week, even after I finally got to the store and bought the chunky peanut butter.

			Thinking about that night now poked at the tender place in my heart I was trying to hide from people lately. Why did I think I’d be any better at handling all that responsibility now? That I could mother any better than I had with Bea? I wanted so badly to protect these students at Morgan, but I couldn’t seem to do that, not even with my supposed superpowers.

			I gnawed at my lower lip and tried to refocus on the document in front of me. What were we looking for? The names were starting to blur together . . .

			Jelana and Kelly Blonkenfeld

			Ellen and Amanda Ferreira

			Horatio Morales

			Tenya and Margaret Sit-Kussoy

			Wait a minute . . .

			My eye went back to Horatio Morales. Where had I heard that name before—and recently?

			Then it hit me.

			“Oh my god,” I blurted out. “But what . . .”

			“Yes, Evie?” Aveda said, looking up from her papers. “Did you find something?”

			“Maybe.” I highlighted Horatio’s name and held it up for Bea and Aveda to see. “I think this is Victoria Morales’s grandfather—or someone who very coincidentally has the exact same name. Remember, the ghost society mentioned him when they were telling us about Victoria and Jocelyn.”

			“But didn’t they also say her grandfather died?” Aveda said. “I mean, just going by how time and aging works, he’d be dead now regardless.”

			“Yeah, but they also said he died ‘of a broken heart,’” I said. “That sounded a little fishy.”

			“Only Padmé Amidala died of a broken heart,” Bea said, nodding sagely. “And Rose explained to me that there are a lot of fan theories about why that’s not actually what happened and she may, in fact, still be alive—”

			“Let’s save the Star Wars talk for later,” Aveda said. “Could this be a descendant of the Morales family?”

			“I guess it could be,” I said, turning the new information over in my mind, trying to make sense of it. “But the ghost society kept talking about how Victoria’s grandfather was her only family. One would assume their familial line died when she did. And even if it didn’t, why would anyone in that family want to give money to the college? Morgan played a big part in destroying them.”

			“All this means we need to pay a visit to this Horatio Morales,” Aveda said, her eyes narrowing as she studied the donor list. “If he’s related to Victoria, maybe he can provide some insight into what her ghostly self is up to, feeding Morgan students truth serum-spiked punch and then randomly kidnapping them.”

			“Ooh, always love that superheroine detective work,” Bea said, beaming at us. “Wish I was there to help.”

			“I wish you were here, too,” I said, returning her smile.

			And even though I’d just been mentally beating myself up for not knowing how to fix things for her all those years ago, I felt a surge of warmth. Despite everything, she’d grown into an amazing young woman, unafraid to be passionate, to love deeply, to follow her bliss. All of that was because of her, not me—I was just glad I hadn’t managed to mess her up too badly.

			Another memory from not so long ago rose up, unbidden. It was just a couple months back, when Bea had been dealing with her Mom-Demon and her cavalier attitude toward danger had finally sent my newly pregnant ass over the edge. We’d gotten into a huge screaming fight, wherein she’d accused me of not being sad when our mother had died. She had been the most sad—I’d been an unfeeling ice queen, she claimed. All the feelings I’d had so many years ago, just trying to keep it together, had come flooding back. And I’d said one of the worst things I’ve ever said to a person.

			“You got to be sad,” I’d snapped at her. “I didn’t.”

			It echoed through my head now, making me feel ashamed all over again. She was so far away and I missed her so desperately, but she was clearly relishing her new life and I couldn’t show her just how much I missed her . . .

			“Hey, sis,” I said softly. “Do you have everything you need out there—got enough chunky peanut butter?”

			“Yeah,” she said, cocking her head at me quizzically. “Um, Evie? Why are you crying?”

			“Just the hormones,” I said, brushing away my tears.

			“Okay, weirdo,” Bea said, rolling her eyes. “Talk to you guys later.”

			She winked out of sight. Aveda reached over and squeezed my hand. I squeezed back.

			I didn’t totally break down—but the warmth of her palm against mine told me that I could.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			AVEDA AND I rose bright and early the next morning. After a bit of bickering, we decided to dress more “professionally” for our visit to Horatio Morales, since we had no idea what we were getting into. So I donned the Sexy Professor costume—that was the only thing I owned that was anywhere close to business wear. Creamy silk blouse, black pencil skirt, thigh-high stockings, garter belt, skyscraper heels. I felt extremely unlike myself. Ironically, I was wearing my actual face.

			It was odd, after spending so much time as Eliza Takahashi, grad student and certified cool TA, to go back to being Evie Tanaka, superheroine and bad mom-to-be. I should have felt relaxed, comfortable in my own skin. Instead I couldn’t stop obsessing over all the problems Evie Tanaka kept causing in her supposedly perfect life: not speaking to her husband, still hadn’t solved her alma mater’s escalating ghost problem, still clueless about how to take care of her baby and handle all her responsibilities and make sure said perfect life didn’t turn into a flaming disaster.

			Hmm. Maybe I should stay Eliza Takahashi for a little while longer.

			At least Eliza Takahashi didn’t have to wear itchy blouses, feet-killing shoes, and constraining pencil skirts.

			“Here we are,” Aveda said, maneuvering us into a tiny spot in front of a squat cottage framed by brightly colored flower beds. The house was in a particularly quaint part of Berkeley, about twenty minutes from Morgan. It looked cute, idyllic. Not like the home of a grieving old man still mourning the death of his beloved granddaughter. “What do we think is behind that strangely adorable door?” Aveda continued, her expression turning trepidatious as she studied the house.

			“I have no idea,” I said. “What if it’s, like, another ghost? Like Horatio actually did die all those years ago and now haunts his former home and, um, sends money to the college that took the person he loved more than anything else in the world.”

			“I feel like that’s probably not what we’re going to find,” Aveda said wryly. “But you’re creeping me out with all this ghost talk—like, the very idea that they could have spread beyond Morgan . . .” She shuddered.

			“Your parents are going to be so stoked that their attempts to get you to behave as a child had such long-lasting effects,” I teased. “You’re actually scared of ghosts! See, you’re not that bad of an Asian daughter after all.”

			“Perhaps I can level up to mediocre Asian daughter,” Aveda said, rolling her eyes. “Come on, let’s go talk to Ghost Horatio. Who is apparently an excellent gardener.”

			We got out of the car, walked up the short path to the house, and rang the doorbell. Then we waited. I tugged at my itchy blouse, trying to hold it away from my skin.

			“Huh,” Aveda said. “Should we go around back? Or come back another time? Breaking into Provost Glennon’s office was justified, but if we start randomly breaking into people’s houses whenever the fancy strikes us, we might have to rethink our good guy status.”

			I tried ringing the doorbell again. This time, after a long pause, we heard rustling around inside, someone muttering. Then footsteps.

			Aveda and I both leaned in and held our breaths, waiting.

			“Who’s there?” a voice called from the other side of the door. Aveda and I exchanged a glance—the voice was deep, throaty, and sounded like someone who’d seen a lot in life. Was it the voice of a mourning grandfather? A ghost?

			“It’s Evie Tanaka and Aveda Jupiter,” I said.

			“San Francisco’s premier superheroines,” Aveda added.

			“We’re investigating a matter pertaining to Morgan College and we thought maybe you could help,” I said.

			There was another long pause.

			Then the door creaked open, revealing a stooped old woman behind it.

			“Well, hello,” she said. “I see you’ve finally tracked me down.”

			I blinked twice, unable to believe what was right before my eyes.

			She was much older now, her face wrinkled, her already petite figure shrunk down to skin and bones. But the flip in her gray hair and the charming sparkle in her eyes was still exactly the same as when we’d first met her—as a ghostly bartender, asking if we wanted some punch.

			I didn’t know how it was possible, but somehow Victoria Morales was standing in front of us. Very much alive.
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			“Why don’t you ask me questions,” Victoria said, settling in at her dining room table. She’d served us tea with mint from her garden—which actually tasted good, not like Richard’s dirty water—and a generous plate of cookies. “I think that will be an easier way of telling my story. And that’s what you’ve come here for, isn’t it? My story.” She smiled faintly, as if this was a little joke she had with herself.

			“We can do that,” I said, leaning forward and trying to think of where to start. Hey, so we actually met earlier, but you were a ghost wasn’t the best icebreaker. “We found you thanks to Morgan’s confidential donor list,” I began, feeling it out. “It actually listed Horatio as the donor—that’s your grandfather?”

			“Was my grandfather,” she said, her faint smile still in place. “He passed years ago. I use his name for my donations because I thought not many people knew it. It’s my way of honoring him while still remaining anonymous. No one at Morgan knows I’m the one sending money, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

			“I think our main question is, how are you alive?” Aveda said, cutting to the chase. “Because these days, your story is legendary at Morgan. We heard the whole thing at a meeting of the ghost-hunting society the other night.”

			“Ghost-hunting society? Oh my.” Victoria chuckled and took a sip of her tea. “Times really have changed since I was there. I am guessing they told you a version of my story—the version I wanted everyone to think was the truth.” She grinned at us, her eyes twinkling. “The one where I died.”

			“You and Jocelyn,” I said. “Is she still alive, too—do you know?”

			Victoria’s smile widened. “Now that’s a very interesting story—”

			“Darling, I need to go down to the swap meet for more of that good metal scrap, I’m going to incorporate it into the section of the garden with—oh, hello.”

			Aveda and I turned to see another elderly woman—this one with long, snow-white hair—strolling into the kitchen. She crossed the room and laid a hand on Victoria’s shoulder.

			“Is everything all right?” she asked Victoria, her eyes turning guarded as she studied us.

			Victoria tipped her face up to the other woman and smiled. “Of course it is, my Jocelyn. Everything is perfect.”

			I snuck a glance at Aveda. Both of our jaws were basically on the floor.

			“You’re both alive?!” I blurted out. “And together? How does that . . . did that . . . just how?”

			“Perhaps Jocelyn should be part of this little story hour as well,” Victoria said, pulling out a chair for the other woman to sit down. Jocelyn sat, but never took her eyes off us. She was warier than Victoria, more suspicious. I supposed she had every right to be.

			“You’re the superheroines,” Jocelyn said bluntly. “The ones who are always on the news. What do you want with us? We keep to ourselves, don’t hurt anybody.”

			“I’m sure you don’t,” I said gently. “We’ve been tasked with investigating a matter at Morgan College. Students are in danger and people have gotten hurt—”

			“And you think we had something to do with that?” Jocelyn said, taking Victoria’s hand protectively.

			“Love, they just want to know what happened to us,” Victoria said. “That’s all.”

			“Truly,” I said, nodding vigorously. “And we don’t have to share whatever you tell us unless it ends up having bearing on the case. We found a lead we had to follow, and it brought us here.”

			Jocelyn and Victoria exchanged a glance—the kind of weighted look that came from knowing each other in the most intimate way for decades. It was like they were having a whole conversation without speaking a word out loud.

			“The first part of our story, as passed down through generations of students, is true,” Victoria said, getting that serene little smile again. “Jo and I fell in love after dissecting a fetal pig together in Bio. Our fingertips brushed when we were pulling out the lower esophagus, our eyes met, and that was that.”

			“How romantic,” Aveda said, turning a bit green.

			“And as I’m sure you’ve heard, it disrupted the lives that had been laid out for both of us,” Jocelyn said, squeezing Victoria’s hand. “The things we were told we were supposed to do.”

			“We came up with the plan to run away,” Victoria said. “Leave everything behind. But I couldn’t leave Grandpa Horatio.”

			“At first, I was furious,” Jocelyn said. “We’d talked about this plan so much, I’d been envisioning our idyllic future together for so long. I didn’t see how Vic could throw all of that away.”

			“So you, ah, tried to poison her?” I said tentatively. It seemed like this would possibly still be a sore subject between them.

			They both turned to look at me. Blinked for a couple seconds. Then threw back their heads and burst into explosive laughter.

			“Oh my goodness,” Victoria said, wiping tears from her eyes. “No. That’s where fact ends and legend begins. Do you really think I’d still be with someone who wanted to kill me?”

			I shrugged. “Stranger things happen every day.”

			“You watch too much television, young lady,” Jocelyn said, shaking her head. “Vic and I had our fight. I cried, she cried. It’s true that I was very used to getting my way back then and didn’t have a good grasp on my own privilege. It was certainly not something my parents saw fit to educate me on. But eventually we calmed down and I made us some drinks so we could talk—not poisoned drinks,” she added hastily, lifting an eyebrow at us.

			“We decided not to run away,” Victoria said, smiling lovingly at Jocelyn. “Jo came out to her parents, gave back the money she’d taken, and told them she wouldn’t be marrying the high society man they’d picked out for her.”

			“They immediately disowned me,” Jocelyn said with a snort. “And told me they wouldn’t be paying for the rest of my education. I dropped out and moved in with Vic and her grandfather.”

			“We both took on a whole host of odd jobs,” Victoria said. “I stayed in school part time and eventually finished. Then Jocelyn went back. It took us a little longer than expected, but we both eventually graduated. Jo works as a landscaper and artist. And I was head biologist over at the Alameda Wildlife Conservation research center until three years ago, when I retired.”

			“Retired,” Jocelyn scoffed. “She’s still over there all the time, ‘just helping out’!”

			“They need mentoring, love,” Victoria said, giving her a patient smile. “What good is all that knowledge and expertise I worked so hard for if I don’t share it?”

			“And also, you can’t function if you’re not doing something at all times,” Jocelyn said, shaking her head. She turned to Aveda and me. “She can’t even take a vacation—we were in Hawaii last year and she somehow ended up teaching a weekend class on the biology of local wildlife. I don’t even know how that happened!”

			“It’s just how I am,” Victoria said with a good-natured shrug. “In any case, we’ve been married for thirty years now, living together longer than that, and we couldn’t be happier.” She smiled at Jocelyn again—a secret smile that made me feel like Aveda and I weren’t even in the room.

			“So why does this story persist, about the two of you plunging to your deaths in such dramatic fashion?” Aveda said. “Because this . . .” She gestured to them. “. . . seems like a happier story for incoming students.”

			“I’m not sure how it started,” Victoria said, toying with a cookie. “Perhaps it was a combination of things, misshapen facts that got repeated over time until they were taken as the absolute truth.”

			“I think it began with this,” Jocelyn said. “Vic and I were pretty popular in our class—we were both outspoken, young, charismatic. Vic especially.”

			“You were just as much of a star, sweetheart,” Victoria said.

			“After my parents disowned me and we had to rethink things in order to survive, we kind of dropped out of sight,” Jocelyn said. “We lost touch with people. We weren’t on campus as much. My parents had threatened me, told me that they’d talk to the college board and have me kicked out if I continued to ‘flaunt’ my ‘lifestyle’ so flagrantly. And after the girls we’d been in class with graduated, not many people knew who we were. We faded from view a bit.”

			“That was the start,” Victoria said. “But I think the story about what happened to us really took off because people started . . . seeing me.”

			“Right, you were still on campus, trying to finish your degree, yes?” Aveda said.

			“I was,” Victoria said, her face going contemplative. She absently tapped the cookie against her teacup. “But what I mean is, people started seeing . . . a version of me. In places where the real me was not present.”

			“Like, say, in the Mara Dash rec room?” I said, my heart beating a little faster. It felt like we were on the verge of some kind of discovery—I just wasn’t sure where it would lead us.

			“Yes.” Victoria nodded. “There were all these stories about me appearing, trying to serve people drinks. Or leaving drinks all over the dorm. It was always the same version of me, as I’d been right before I had to temporarily withdraw from school. Hair in that old-fashioned flippy ’do, eager smile—”

			“—and a blue dress?” I said, my heart beating even faster.

			“That’s right!” Victoria exclaimed, nodding vigorously. “Oh, I loved that dress. It’s what I was wearing when Jo and I met.”

			“I loved that dress, too,” Jocelyn said, smiling at her.

			“Somehow we became part of the school’s ghostly lore,” Victoria said. “I was so busy at the time, trying to take care of Grandpa Horatio and working my way through school, and of course Jo and I had our own issues to work out as a young couple who’d just moved in together. So I only heard snippets of the story as it was starting to be passed around. I think perhaps it began unfolding because people had heard Jo and me arguing that night on the roof and started speculating as to what happened to us after we dropped out and disappeared.”

			“Do you happen to know: did Ghost Victoria ever try to, say, kidnap people?” I said, trying to follow the thread to a logical conclusion.

			“Kidnap people?!” Victoria said, looking incredulous. “Oh my, no. At least I don’t think so—like I said, I only heard snippets of the story here and there. But my understanding was that people’s encounters with the ghostly version of me were always very pleasant and left them feeling like they could be their truest selves. So whether it was actually happening or if it was just the fevered imaginings of overworked college kids needing some respite or someone to tell them it was okay . . . well, I was glad to hear that my ghostly self didn’t seem to be doing any harm. Perhaps she was even giving these students something they needed—something I too had needed while I was there.”

			“Wow,” I said, turning Victoria and Jocelyn’s words over in my mind. All the pieces of their story—and the fake story that had been spread around for so many years—were swirling around in my brain, a gigantic puzzle that brought up more questions. “So is that why neither of you have been back to campus since you graduated? Why you’ve never returned and declared the truth of what happened? Because you want to preserve the myth of Ghost Victoria?”

			“I suppose our reasons are far more selfish,” Victoria said slowly, contemplating her tea. “We’ve built this lovely, quiet life for ourselves. It’s so much more than I ever dreamed of, and every day I look at Jo and think about how lucky I am.” Jocelyn smiled at her. “I think, over the years, we decided to leave the past in the past,” Victoria continued. “And Morgan has become the source of so many conflicting emotions for both of us.” Her mouth quirked downward, a veil of regret falling across her face. Victoria still thought about Morgan a lot—I could tell.

			“That’s right,” Jocelyn said, grimacing. “On the one hand, so many of the school’s administrators were so far up my family’s ass—they shunned me and Vic after I was disowned, made it harder for both of us on campus. We stuck it out, but it was never easy.”

			“It was tough,” Victoria agreed, her expression darkening. “Some of my favorite professors stopped speaking to me, grew cold, and graded me harder than anyone else. At times, it seemed like it would be so much easier to quit. I always had to remind myself that I was there for a reason.”

			“These emotions don’t sound at all conflicting,” Aveda said, frowning at the injustice of it all. “These just sound bad.”

			“But on the other hand,” Victoria said, taking Jocelyn’s hand again. “Without Morgan, the two of us surely never would have met. It’s where I really found myself, where I discovered my love of science. Where I first started to dream of a life for myself that didn’t simply involve finding a rich man and marrying well so my grandfather could be taken care of.”

			“Is that why you give them so much money every year?” I said.

			“I suppose so, yes,” Victoria said, her gaze wistful. “I like to imagine other young women are finding their dreams there as well, and I want to help them on that quest. This world is not always easy on us. If I can make things a little easier thanks to the fortunate way my life has turned out, then I want to do that.” She gazed off into the distance for a moment, and I saw those regrets flashing over her face again. I wondered if she’d ever want to return to campus—I’d never had the desire until recently. I’d also wanted to leave the past in the past.

			“And if it were up to just me, that place would never see another cent,” Jocelyn said, casting an affectionate look Victoria’s way. “But Vic has the softest heart. And the fact that both my Victoria and the ghost Victoria are helping students there . . . well, it warms my heart. Which is cold and black, if that wasn’t clear.”

			I smiled at her. I couldn’t help but feel that that was very much not true.

			“So,” Victoria said, standing and crossing the room. “Is our story at all connected to what’s happening on campus?” She fiddled with another package of cookies, picking at the plastic, which didn’t seem to want to open. She finally gave up and brought the package back over to Jocelyn, who tore it open and set it out for us.

			I exchanged a glance with Aveda. “We’re not sure,” I said honestly. “It definitely confuses things more, raises a lot of questions about what’s going on. We actually encountered Ghost Victoria just the other night.”

			Victoria smiled at me and squeezed Jocelyn’s hand. Her knuckles were white, I noticed.

			“But,” I continued, “I don’t think what you’ve told us is something we have to share with administrators—or anyone, for that matter.”

			“Thank you,” Victoria said, her hand relaxing a little. “Our life is quiet, but we like it the way it is.”

			“Of course,” I said. “It’s really . . .” I paused, studying them, searching for the right words. They were gazing at each other again, so much love and tenderness radiating between them. It stabbed at something deep inside of me, made tears spring to my eyes. It was really inspiring that they’d managed to fight through so much to be together. That they’d fought so hard for each other. And they hadn’t just survived, they’d thrived. This life, this dream they’d managed to make come true, was a beautiful thing.

			I wondered if Nate and I could have something like that. If we’d gaze at each other lovingly over cookies after decades together, all our hurt and misunderstandings melting away.

			Once I’d thought we’d always fight for each other. But now . . .

			“It’s wonderful what you two have together,” I said, my voice trembling. “Thank you for sharing your story with us.”

			“Come on, Waterworks,” Aveda said, standing and motioning for me to do the same. “Let’s get out of here before you get your tears all over these cookies.”

			“Sorry,” I said, wiping my eyes and getting to my feet. “I’m pregnant,” I blurted out to Victoria and Jocelyn. “So, you know . . .” I gestured to my teary face. “Hormones.”

			“Congratulations,” Victoria said, smiling at me. “But you don’t need an excuse to be moved, my dear. Sometimes I tear up when I remember the first time I met Jo. I had no idea of the adventure we were about to go on together.”

			“You’re such a marshmallow,” Jocelyn said to her—but she was also smiling.

			Victoria walked us to the door, making small talk about the garden outside.

			“Good-bye, Evie and Aveda,” she said, opening the door for us. “And . . .” She hesitated, casting a glance back at the kitchen. “If we are somehow connected to whatever’s happening at the college now or if there’s anything we can do to help . . . please let me know. I know Jo would rather never hear a word about Morgan again. But it’s an important part of our past we can’t deny.”

			Then she reached over and gently squeezed my arm—and for some reason, that small gesture of kindness made me burst into tears.
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			My phone buzzed as soon as Aveda piloted us back to the freeway. We’d been riding in silence, both of us trying to figure out what Victoria being alive meant for all of this.

			I tapped the answer button.

			“Hey, boring-ass adults,” Bea sang out, her face filling the screen. “I got some bracelet intel for ya.”

			“As in Pippa’s bracelet?” I said. “I thought you said that all you found was a trace of supernatural energy that gave you a bunch of gibberish numbers.”

			“That’s right,” she said cheerfully. “At least that’s what we thought it was at first. But then I was playing this numbers game online with Sam—it’s this thing where you have to do math really fast and you keep solving problems on top of each other and then eventually, one of you—”

			“This is fascinating but also seems like not the most relevant information?” Aveda interrupted.

			“Right,” Bea said, blushing a little. “I forget that math isn’t as exciting for most people as it is for Sam and me.”

			“Keeping the flame alive long distance, I see,” I said.

			“Mmm hmm,” she said, her blush deepening. “Anyway, we got bored with the equations the game was giving us, so we started making up our own. I needed a rando sequence of numbers, so I used the one we got off the bracelet. I was mixing up the numbers, using them to come up with new equations, when all of a sudden I realized something.”

			Aveda and I both leaned in, waiting.

			“That sequence of numbers,” Bea said, “is the same as the code that usually detects emerging portals—with one key difference.” She widened her eyes and swept a hand out. “It’s backward.”

			“What?!” I exploded. “What does that mean?”

			“It could mean nothing,” she said. “We all know the scanners aren’t always the most reliable source of data. But it seems odd that the exact same sequence we get whenever there’s a new portal—which we haven’t seen in ages, by the way, because there haven’t been any new portals—would just show up at random.”

			“That means it’s not random,” Aveda said, gripping the steering wheel harder. “But does that also mean there’s a new portal opening up at Morgan? Is that what’s been causing all the ghosts?” Her brow furrowed as she tried to work it out. “Is Morgan College the Hellmouth?!”

			“Sounds like it has a lot of Hellmouth-y qualities,” Bea said. “But I think if this were a portal like the ones we’ve seen before, it would just give us the same code as always. Backward seems to indicate there’s something different about it.”

			“A new, weird portal that’s possibly allowing the demons to work with ghosts,” Aveda muttered. “I don’t know if I can even wrap my head around that. I think we need to talk to Pippa and Shelby again—or maybe everyone who was at that dorm party, period. See if they noticed anything at all.”

			I hesitated, turning this new information over in my mind. Bits and pieces were swirling around again, chaotic and refusing to form a clear picture.

			Backward . . . Hellmouth . . . Pippa . . .

			Pippa’s face swam into my brain. I pictured her lying on the chaise-longue, describing her ordeal.

			It was like I was suddenly pulled away from reality. Swept off of Earth. Taken somewhere completely alien . . .

			“Wait a minute . . .” I breathed, some of the puzzle pieces coming into sharper focus. “What if it’s backward because it’s the opposite of the portals we’re used to?”

			“What are you saying?” Aveda said.

			“I’m saying that it’s not the Hellmouth,” I said, feeling my theory out. “It’s the reverse Hellmouth. It doesn’t bring demons to our world—it takes people to theirs.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			AVEDA WAS PACING again. We’d returned to our dorm room to further contemplate this whole reverse portal possibility, but we didn’t seem to be getting very far. Bea told us she’d do a little more research and cross-reference with Nate. Until then, we could only hypothesize.

			“A reverse portal makes some sense, given how the demon connection to our world has evolved recently,” Aveda said, tramping across the floor between her bed and mine. At this rate, we were going to have to pay the college for completely destroying that section of carpet. “After Bea’s adventures jumping into the Otherworld, maybe the demons were like, ‘Oh, hey—it still seems to be difficult for us to travel to the human realm, but if we go the other way, perhaps we can actually get access’?”

			“Maybe,” I said, turning it over in my mind. “But what would the ultimate goal of that be—just keep taking people until Earth doesn’t have anyone left? That would only overcrowd their realm without giving them a way to get to ours.”

			“True,” Aveda said, flopping down on her bed. “But remember Bea’s Mom-Demon—she needed a certain amount of human souls to weaponize Bay Area locations. And she was close to getting enough souls to actually cross over to the human world. It could be something like that?”

			“Then why did they return Pippa? It doesn’t make sense. It’s almost like they were . . .” I trailed off, trying to make all the puzzle pieces fit. For some reason, Bea’s chatter about her math game popped into my head. How she and Sam had experimented with adding new numbers, new equations—new ways of challenging themselves. “What if it’s more like the Otherworld demons are experimenting with something?” I began, feeling out a theory. “What if the reverse portal is a test, something they figured out they could do now that the walls between worlds are thinner—maybe they want to see how that sort of thing would work and what the limitations are?”

			“That could explain what happened to Pippa,” Aveda said. “But basically nothing else. What do the ghosts have to do with reverse portals?”

			“Hmm, let’s think about the other thing we just learned,” I said. “Which is that there’s a Morgan ghost of a person who’s actually still alive. How did Tess describe what they and Julie hypothesized: demonic energy fusing with leftover paranormal energy, those emotional resonances left behind by humans?”

			“They said that’s what produces the more aggressive apparition,” Aveda said, nodding. “The ghost that’s able to interact and attack people.”

			“But now we know that ‘leftover paranormal energy’ doesn’t necessarily come from someone dying,” I said, shaking my head, trying to make it all make sense. “How did Victoria leave any kind of ‘energy’ behind? Did she just have such a strong presence, her emotional resonance, like, dripped off of her and stayed here? But if that’s possible, wouldn’t there be so many more ‘ghosts’?”

			“If these ghosts are essentially powered by demons on purpose, rather than the collision of the two energies being an accident, maybe the demons are choosing which resonances to activate,” Aveda said. “Then again, it seems like they don’t have total control over the ghosts. Otherwise the ghosts would never pass over, right? They’d stick around and keep terrorizing humans. But I guess experiments don’t always go the way you think they will. Too many variables—isn’t that what Nate would say?”

			“He would say that,” I said, my heart clenching. I brushed the feeling aside. “I mean, maybe the demons need the ghosts to pass over for some reason? Something along the lines of Bea’s Mom-Demon needing all those souls? But we still don’t know what makes them pass over. Ugh. I wish we could talk to Julie again.” I took a deep breath, forcing my mind to focus—trying to see the whole picture. “Let’s go back to one of our first examples of this kind of ghost—Shelby’s courtyard ghost. Who seems to have passed over. Maybe there’s something in here . . .”

			I reached over and grabbed the big red book we’d taken from the Quiet Room.

			“Let’s see,” I said, flipping through. “Ah, here we go—a whole damn section entitled The Spirit of the Courtyard.”

			“What did Richard say her story was?” Aveda said. “She was looking for her children?”

			“Yes, and she broke off from the rest of her wagon train, desperate to find them.” I scanned through the spidery handwriting, trying to find something beyond a basic description of the ghost. “Huh. This is interesting.”

			“What?” Aveda said, breaking from her pacing and sitting down next to me on my bed.

			“It says our pioneer woman didn’t break off on a whim—she proposed an alternate route that actually might have gotten the whole party to their destination more quickly,” I said, reading over the page. “But she was immediately dismissed by the men leading the party. She fought with them for two days straight before finally deciding to go her own way and try to find her children.”

			“Tragic,” Aveda said. “And yet another instance of men ruining things, I might add.”

			“So why was she telling Shelby that Shelby was destined to fail here?” I mused, thinking back to my conversation with Shelby at the dorm party. “And why was that the thing that may have gotten the ghost to pass over? Did she just need to fully get her aggression out or what?”

			“Let’s go talk to Shelby and Pippa,” Aveda said, jumping up from the bed. “We should check in on them anyway, see how they’re doing.”

			“Great idea,” I said, just as my stomach let out an embarrassingly loud growl. “Except first I need pickles.”

			“I know the drill,” Aveda said, marching over to our mini fridge. “Pickles, peanut butter, furikake. Look how amazing I am at this! You should be pregnant all the time, Evie, it really brings out my caretaking side.”

			“Dear god, please no,” I said. “Though if you want to make me snacks all the time, even when I’m not pregnant, I am one hundred percent for that.”

			“You wish,” she said, expertly slathering a pickle with peanut butter.
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			“Cool TAs!” Pippa sang out, throwing open her dorm room door and ushering us inside. “You are just in time for my! Epic! Meltdown!” She slammed the door shut behind us and stomped over to her bed, flopping down and pulling a pillow over her head.

			Shelby, who was sitting on her own bed, gave us a little wave.

			“What’s going on?” I asked, crossing the room and sitting next to Shelby. Aveda stayed standing, leaning against the wall and studying Pippa curiously.

			“Professor Covington’s threatening to fail her,” Shelby said, pulling at the ends of her hair. Her gaze went to Pippa, who was now lying inert, grumbling into the pillow over her face.

			“What?” I spat out. “Why?”

			“Because I missed class and am now late turning in a big paper and apparently being kidnapped and stuffed into a velvet coffin for a couple days isn’t a good excuse,” Pippa snarled, throwing the pillow to the side.

			“Did you actually tell him the velvet coffin part?” Aveda asked.

			“Of course not,” Pippa spat out. “Provost Glennon was supposed to take care of it for me, explain that I was totally excused. But I guess that wasn’t good enough for him, and he’s been all up in my inbox saying that even if I miss class, I’m still responsible for turning in work on time and I’ve had all semester to work on this paper, which is technically true, but . . .” She shook her head, pulled the pillow back over her face, and screamed into it.

			“Pips . . . here, hug Carpet Ball. Carpet Ball always helps,” Shelby yelped, her eyes widening with desperation. She tossed the furry green monstrosity across the room. It landed with a sad little thunk next to Pippa’s head. Pippa threw her pillow aside and pulled Carpet Ball into her arms, curling herself around it like it was a life preserver. “Guys, I can’t fail this class,” she said, a thread of fear weaving its way into her voice. “I’ll lose my scholarship, I’ll . . .” She hugged Carpet Ball tighter, her face crumpling. A tear trailed down her cheek and she rubbed her face against Carpet Ball, wiping it away.

			Shelby jumped up and went to her, plopping down next to Pippa and patting her back.

			I studied them for a moment, a heady stew of emotions bubbling up in my gut. It was sudden and all-consuming and I couldn’t stop it. My face got hot, my vision narrowed, and all I could see were these two vibrant girls on the cusp of adulthood . . . being torn down by a fucking awful man who only cared about spouting his pretentious theories and preserving his massive ego.

			Then I realized it was actually just one emotion bubbling through me.

			Rage.

			“Fuck that!” I growled, jumping to my feet. My hands fisted at my sides and I forced myself to uncurl them. I had a momentary flash of pleasure, though, realizing that I wasn’t afraid of my fire coming out, as it had all those years ago in the library—because now I was in control. “He is not going to flunk you, Pippa,” I declared, putting my hands on my hips. “I’ll make sure of that.”

			I turned on my heel and strode toward the door, that rage blazing through me in a way that felt positively unstoppable.

			“Wait, Eliza!”

			I whirled around to see Pippa leaping up from her bed, Carpet Ball still clutched to her chest.

			“It’s after five,” she said, gesturing to the darkening sky outside the window. “If you’re on your way to confront him . . . well, he won’t be in his office anymore.”

			“Then . . . then I’ll go to his cottage! Or write him a strongly worded email! Or—”

			“Eliza.” A sweet half-smile broke through Pippa’s tears. She hugged Carpet Ball a little tighter. “I appreciate it. But please don’t do any of that—I don’t want you to jeopardize your job.”

			“What good is my job if I’m not protecting my own students?” I said, blowing out a long breath.

			“You have protected us,” Shelby said, crossing the room to stand next to Pippa. She gave Carpet Ball an idle pat on the head—er, did Carpet Ball have a head? I supposed it didn’t matter. “Or at the very least, you and Angelica make me feel like there’s someone here who’s on our side. I mean, you guys are the only ones who took me seriously when I was scared about Pips being missing. You were the only ones who cared.”

			“I’m glad you feel that way, Shelby,” I said, my gaze going to Aveda. She gave me a small smile—she was being uncharacteristically quiet again, taking it all in. A true student of the collegiate experience. “But I’m still not going to let Professor Covington fail Pippa over such a small infraction. If nothing else, surely Morgan has a student board of grievances that—”

			“Yes,” Pippa said, laughing a little. “Surely we do. But why don’t we sleep on how to handle it, Eliza. I was gonna have my meltdown and then pretend I didn’t see the email until tomorrow. I need to, like, process the rage first.” She made an expansive gesture with Carpet Ball that seemed to indicate “processing.”

			“Pippa.” Aveda finally spoke up, pushing off of the wall. “How were you going to process? Did you have a plan for that?” She cocked her head at the girl, genuinely curious.

			“You saw the first part of it,” Pippa said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Flop on bed, scream into the void.”

			“Hug Carpet Ball,” Shelby interjected.

			“Hug Carpet Ball,” Pippa agreed. “Part two involves . . . well, it’s a bit of a Mara Dash rage-processing ritual. Wanna see?”

			“Do we ever,” Aveda said, giving me a sidelong glance. “I love rituals. And I think Eliza might want—might need—to partake of this one as well.”
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			The girls led us up to yet another odd corner of Mara Dash—it was sort of an outdoor patio attached to the second story of the dorm. The only way to get to it was to climb down a rickety metal ladder-like staircase winding up the exterior of the building—and said staircase could only be accessed from a third-level window.

			“This building is so odd,” Aveda said, gingerly making her way down the ladder. “It’s like a puzzle where all the pieces don’t quite fit—as if it was designed for maximum creepiness. Almost like the architect knew it was destined to be haunted.”

			I followed her, taking care to step carefully in my wobbly skyscraper heels, which I really should have taken the time to change out of. My Sexy Professor ensemble was definitely not made for rage-processing rituals, and I winced as the tight skirt cut into my flesh with every precarious movement.

			“A lot of people who live in the dorm don’t even know about this spot,” Pippa said, gesturing expansively to the patio. It was actually pretty big, with a surface of gray concrete and a single table covered in at least an inch of dust. An umbrella with a print of cheery yellow flowers sprouted hopefully from the middle of the table. I allowed my gaze to wander past the table to the dusky sky, slowly settling in for the night. This outdoor area also had a big stone barrier surrounding it, just like the rooftop.

			“You kinda have to work to find it,” Pippa continued. “But Shelby and I are always exploring and doing little treasure hunts and stuff, right, Shel?”

			She grinned at Shelby, who’d brought Carpet Ball down with us and was hugging it to her chest like a fuzzy green shield. I’d noticed that Pippa had actually suggested Shelby bring Carpet Ball—as if she knew there was something about it that always comforted her friend.

			“Yeah, Pips,” Shelby said, smiling softly.

			“Soooooo,” Pippa said, bounding across the patio to the far right corner, “here’s what we do.” She scooped something into her arms and came bounding back toward us. “Oh, hey, Tess!” She waved enthusiastically, and we all turned to see Tess making their way down the rickety ladder. “I invited Tess ’cause I thought they might also have some rage to get out,” Pippa said, beaming.

			“I don’t know about rage, but I definitely have a shit-ton of angst,” Tess said, making a face as they came to stand next to us. “Leonora’s kicked me out of the ghost-hunting society.”

			“What? How could she do that?!” I exclaimed, whipping around to face them. “I’ll . . . I’ll . . .” I opened my mouth, shut it. My ability to form words was overtaken again by that rage bubbling up, rising in my chest, ready to explode—

			“Whoa,” Aveda said, patting my shoulder. “Your rage is noble, but save it for the ritual, Eliza.”

			I nodded and turned back to Pippa—but my hands were still curling themselves into fists.

			“Soooooo,” Pippa said, brandishing the bounty she’d just retrieved. “I know this looks like an ordinary stack of dinner plates that I maybe, possibly stole from the dining hall—oh, shit.” She narrowed her eyes at Tess. “You won’t report me, right? Since you work there and all . . .”

			“I confessed my green bread disaster to you,” Tess said solemnly. “I’ll take it to my grave.”

			“Awesome!” Pippa said, giving them a jaunty thumbs-up. “So this is something Shel and I came up with after I stole all these plates—”

			“Wait, you didn’t steal the plates specifically for this ritual?” Aveda asked, her brow furrowing. “Then why did you—”

			“Not important!” Pippa chirped, slicing a hand through the air. “Now. Allow me to demonstrate.” She tucked one of the plates under her arm and set the rest down, then marched with purpose toward the metal ladder.

			“Um. Can you give me a spoiler about what this ritual entails?” I murmured to Shelby, as Pippa began to climb the ladder. “She’s not doing something dangerous, is she? She looks like she’s getting ready to perform a high-flying trapeze act—without the trapeze.”

			“She’ll be okay,” Shelby said, hugging Carpet Ball to her chest as she watched her friend ascend to the very top rung of the ladder. “She just loves drama. So everything has to be done as dramatically as possible.”

			Her mouth quirked into a half-smile, amused and . . . did she sound wistful? I turned and studied Shelby for a moment and was surprised to see that her eyes were glassy with unshed tears. I wondered what it was about this particular moment that was affecting her so much. Maybe she was just overcome with happiness at having her ride-or-die back.

			“Hello, friends!” Pippa bellowed from the top rung. She kept a firm grip on the ladder with one hand, and brandished her plate with the other. “Now please observe the great rage-processing ritual of Mara Dash!”

			She closed her eyes and raised the plate high in the air.

			“Fuck Professor Covington!” she shrieked. “I am so fucking sick of his condescending, sexist bullshit! I’m sick of him making me feel small! I! Am! Not! Small!”

			And with that she flung the plate to the patio with all her might. It hit the cement surface with an explosive smack and shattered into a million pieces.

			It was so cathartic, so visceral, so satisfying.

			We all burst into cheers.

			“Yesssss!” Shelby shouted, waving Carpet Ball around.

			“Fuck that guy!” Tess cried, stabbing the air with their two middle fingers.

			Aveda and I jumped up and down, throwing our arms around each other and screaming until our throats were hoarse.

			“Wait,” Tess said, their brow crinkling as we all settled and Pippa began her climb down the ladder. “Should we be yelling this loud? This area is still connected to the dorm—won’t people hear our potentially incriminating expressions of rage?”

			“Nah,” Pippa said, waving a hand as she returned to us. “Something about the way the sound works in this particular area, the acoustics . . .” She gestured around. “People in the dorm hear something, but it’s mostly just random shouting and they can’t make out the words. We could be cheering on a Morgan soccer game or something.”

			“That was great, Pippa,” I said, impulsively pulling her in for a hug. “It felt like you exorcised something really powerful.”

			“Thank you!” she said, her cheeks flushed with exhilaration. “Just wait ’til it’s your turn, Eliza, it’s such a rush!”

			“I’m still not going to let Professor Covington do this to you, though,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders and meeting her gaze. “It’s not okay. And I can’t believe he . . . he . . .” I trailed off, sputtering, that all-consuming rage rising up again.

			“Hey, Pippa, what’s the best technique for this?” Tess asked, picking up a plate and swinging their arm through the air like they were training for the shotput. “I want the most powerful smash.”

			“Ooh, it’s all in the elbow,” Pippa said, her eyes lighting with glee. She gave my hand a grateful pat, and went to coach Tess. “I’ll show you.”

			“Eliza, come talk to me for a minute,” Aveda said, grabbing my arm and tugging me toward the edge of the balcony. “In private. I want to discuss all the rage we have to process.” I allowed her to tow me over to the stone barrier, out of earshot of the others—they were occupied anyway, caught up in Pippa’s passionate explanation of proper plate-throwing technique.

			Aveda released my arm and turned to face me, putting her hands on her hips.

			“I need to ask you something,” she said abruptly, leveling me with an Aveda Jupiter Stare so direct, it made me squirm a little.

			“Is this about how I’m going to get up on that ladder and throw a plate in these heels?” I said, gesturing to my shoes. “Because I’m wondering about that, too. I might have to come up with a good excuse for not participating in this ritual—”

			“It’s not about the heels, it’s about . . .” She sputtered, glaring at me. “Why is it so easy for you to get mad on behalf of other people, but not for yourself?”

			I shook my head at her, trying to parse her words. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean . . .” She paused, letting out a long breath. Her face was getting all red. “Richard is a massive asshole in so many different ways, no question. You’re absolutely enraged at the way he’s treating Pippa, and so many of his other students—and for good reason. But you don’t get mad about the way he treated you.”

			“That’s not true,” I protested, fiddling with a loose thread on my blouse sleeve. “I burned down an entire freaking library, remember?”

			“But you still frame that as something you did wrong!” she exclaimed, throwing her hands up. “It’s like you think getting mad was an incorrect response somehow.”

			“Annie . . .” I nodded toward Pippa, Shelby, and Tess, who were still talking about best plate-throwing maneuvers. “Is this really the time to discuss this?”

			“Yes.” She slammed a hand down on the stone barrier, then winced. “Okay, that’s actually really hard. But listen to me, Evelyn: it is killing me to see you treat these kids with such incredible empathy and compassion, but not give any of that to yourself. You told Tess that Leonora disrespecting them wasn’t their fault. You always make the extra effort to ask Shelby if she’s okay, because she wouldn’t even think of speaking up if she wasn’t. You nearly blew your cover on the first freaking day because you were so pissed at Richard for how he treated Pippa in class. But when you talk about what he did to you . . . well, it’s like I said when we first got here. You sound like all he did was steal your laundry quarters.”

			“Because it’s in the past,” I protested. “I’m not Sad Mouse Evie anymore, I’ve worked hard to—”

			“You keep saying that.” Aveda shook her head vehemently. “And I think it’s because it’s easier for you to make everything that happened all your fault—all her fault. Sad Mouse Evie.” She took a step closer to me, her eyes flashing. “He slept with you when you were a student, Evie. I know it was a consensual relationship. I know you were close in age. I know you were an adult, old enough to make your own decisions. But there was still a huge power differential. He took advantage of you being sad and lonely and his subordinate. And on top of all that, he treated you like shit.”

			“I . . .” I opened my mouth to protest, then closed it, pausing to think—really think—about what she’d just said.

			The full-body rage I’d felt when I’d seen Richard in the library had been so all-consuming—even now, I still remembered my face getting hot, my vision narrowing, my fingers curling so tightly against my palms, they’d left marks. I’d attributed it all to jealousy, to the betrayal of whatever our connection had been. But if I stopped and really thought about it . . . it was also a release of everything I’d felt, everything that had been building during the entirety of our relationship. He had done all the terrible things Aveda said.

			My anger in that long-ago library moment had been so powerful. It had showed me what I was capable of, how destructive my power could be if I was pushed too far.

			It had scared me.

			I’d never really stopped to consider that it was also justified.

			I’d never considered that I deserved to get angry.

			“Annie,” I finally said, reaching out to take her hand.

			“What?” she said, her voice rising suspiciously.

			“You’re right.”

			“Excuse me?” She shook her head at me. “Did I hear that correctly?”

			“Yes.” I gave her a small smile. “I never really thought about it that way, but you’re totally right. I think . . .” I paused, my gaze drifting to the darkening sky. “I’ve gotten a lot more comfortable these past few years actually having emotions—showing emotions, not stuffing them down. But I’ve suppressed so much for so long, I don’t always know how to process everything, and it’s still easier for me to have those emotions, like . . . for other people. I don’t always know how to have them for myself.”

			Aveda returned my tentative smile, squeezing my hand. “Evie,” she said slowly. “Please be honest with me. I know that . . . well, I’m certainly part of why you do that. For years, you repressed all your feelings so you could deal with mine. But tell me, was I not there for you enough when you were in grad school? It sounds like you were going through so much, and you felt so alone. I don’t think I really knew that. At the time. And it feels weird that I didn’t know that.”

			“You were always there when I asked,” I said, squeezing back. “I guess I just didn’t ask very much. I felt like all of this stuff was my stuff, you know? That I had to deal with it myself. That I had to just keep saying I was fine—because maybe that would make it true.”

			“Which is what you’ve been doing lately as well,” Aveda said, giving my hand a little shake.

			“I know.” I released her hand and turned back to look at Pippa, Shelby, and Tess. Tess had climbed to the top of the ladder and was brandishing a plate high over their head.

			“I am strong and powerful!” Tess screamed. “And I refuse to be manipulated by asshole fakers who don’t know shit about ghosts!”

			“Say that!” Pippa bellowed, jabbing her index finger in the air.

			“Also I’m pretty sure I’m in love with Julie Vũ! Ahhhh!” Tess threw their head back, yelling into the night sky, then hurled the plate at the concrete with gusto.

			“Whoa!” Aveda breathed.

			“Plot twist!” I murmured. “Though maybe we should have guessed as much, given how upset Tess was over Julie.”

			“I hope we can reunite them,” Aveda said, her expression morphing to determination. “True love must prevail over gaslighting professors and terrible faux-woke white women who insist on calling their students ‘warriors.’”

			“I want to throw one,” I said abruptly.

			“What?” Aveda shook her head at me. “But you were just saying . . . your heels . . .”

			“Fuck my heels!” I yelled, loud enough for Pippa and Shelby to swivel in my direction.

			“Yeah, Eliza!” Pippa said, pumping her fist in the air. “Get over here and do that.”

			I stomped back over to Pippa and Shelby as Tess climbed down from the ladder. My heels still felt wobbly, but they made the most satisfying clack-clack-clack sounds against the concrete. The harder I stomped, the louder they were. I took the plate Pippa offered and tucked it under my arm, striding toward the ladder.

			Something took root in my chest, a feeling of bone-deep strength that grew with every step I climbed up the ladder. The rusty metal scratched against my palm, but I held on tighter, the plate tucked firmly under my arm. The evening chill had descended now, creeping under the thin silk of my blouse as the wind whipped my hair around my face.

			And I didn’t care about any of that. I didn’t even care that my heels kept catching precariously on every single rung of the ladder.

			All I could hear were the encouraging cheers of the people below—Aveda, Pippa, Shelby, Tess. Every echo of their voices bolstered that strength rising up inside of me, powering me forward.

			When I finally reached the top rung, I steadied myself, holding tightly to the ladder as I swiveled my torso around so I could see the ground below. My eyes met Aveda’s, and she gave me a firm nod, her eyes flashing with pride and solidarity.

			“Get mad, Eliza!” she called out.

			I looked past her, out at the campus. At the library build site, a menacing formation of shadowy shapes off in the distance. A shiver ran up my spine. I quickly shook it off.

			I called up the memories I had of that moment from so many years ago. My rage. My need to release it. My face got hot again, that pure mad pulsing through my entire system, overwhelming everything else, demanding to be let out . . .

			“Fuck you forever, Richard!” I screamed.

			I yanked my arm back and flung the plate at the ground with such force, it reverberated through my entire body.

			It landed with a massive smash, shattering into a glittering cascade of porcelain. The pieces flew everywhere, bits of brilliant white contrasting with the gray of the concrete.

			Everyone exploded into cheers.

			“Amaaaazing!” Pippa sang out.

			“Right on!” Tess whooped.

			“Carpet Ball loves you!” Shelby yelled, brandishing the fuzzy green thing in front of her.

			I met Aveda’s eyes again and she gave me the biggest, brightest smile.

			“You did it!” she cried.

			I smiled back at her—my cheeks were flushed, my hair a windblown mess, and the rage had morphed into unbridled exhilaration. And I realized I didn’t know exactly what all of this meant, or how to process it. My rage felt messy, long-suppressed, hard to describe or contain in a neat little box—like it was still leaking out all over the place. But I also didn’t feel the need to explain it or force it to make sense.

			I just knew that letting it out so completely, with people I cared about cheering me on, felt really fucking good.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			“THAT WAS SUCH a rush,” I crowed as Aveda and I returned to our room. It was fully night now, and we’d had to come in from the freezing cold. I was still determined to help Pippa, but I wasn’t sure how yet. My rageful instinct was to set Richard on fire, and I was pretty sure that wouldn’t be helpful. “Thanks for supporting me through that.”

			“Any time.” She yawned and flopped down on her bed. “You were amazing. But I just realized we sort of got distracted from what we were actually going to talk to them about. I suppose it can wait until tomorrow. God, I am spent.”

			“Me too—except I’m also starving,” I said, my stomach letting out a protesting growl. “Maybe I’ll go to Taco Bell again.”

			I rummaged around on the nightstand and pulled my wallet free from the stack of books and papers that had accumulated over our past week as college students. Several pages of the donor list fell to the floor and I reached down to pick them up.

			“No, Evie, no bending!” Aveda scolded, hopping up from her bed.

			“You just watched me climb up a ladder of questionable structural integrity in very high heels so I could throw a plate at the ground, but bending is where you draw the line?” I said, returning the papers to the nightstand. I hesitated on the top sheet, Horatio Morales’s name jumping out at me again. “Huh . . .” I said, tapping my finger against the paper. Something niggled at the back of my brain, something I hadn’t quite thought of before. “Hey, Annie—why do you think Julie Vũ wanted us to track down Victoria? Yes, Victoria was treated horribly by the college, but what would exposing that gain? She still graduated, she still has a happy ending with Jocelyn, and she still gives very generously to the school. What’s the scandal? If anything, it’s way less scandalous than the double death ghost story that’s persisted for decades.”

			“True,” Aveda said, taking the paper from me. “Was there something else Julie Vũ wanted us to find, do you think? Here . . .” She shuffled some papers around and handed me a stack. “Why don’t you take a look at the sections I reviewed the other night—as a former Morgan girl, maybe you’ll see something I didn’t.”

			I skimmed over the papers, the names and numbers blurring together again. What was I looking for?

			In the middle of the third sheet, I finally saw it. It was something I should have seen all along.

			“Oh,” I said, the realization slowly seeping into my brain space. “Holy shit.”

			“What?” Aveda said, peering over my shoulder.

			I stabbed an index finger at the names that had jumped out at me.

			Percival and Eloise Carmichael

			“So?” Aveda said. “What’s so noteworthy about these people, besides the fact that they have the most pretentious rich white people names possible?”

			“Those,” I said, stabbing the paper again, “are Richard’s parents.”

			“What?” Aveda squeaked. “I thought his last name was Covington—also pretty pretentious, by the way.”

			“He goes by his mother’s maiden name,” I said. “He says it’s some kind of feminist reclaiming, but it’s actually so people don’t know he’s part of the Carmichaels, one of the oldest and wealthiest families in high society San Francisco. He doesn’t want anyone to think he’s gotten to where he is because of his family’s money.”

			“Even though that’s totally why he’s gotten to where he is,” Aveda said, glaring at the donor list. “I mean, he’s been teaching here for how long, and according to you isn’t very good at it? And now we find out that his parents are secretly donating large sums of money to the college? Wow, not suspicious at all.”

			“Sounds like I need to pay him a little visit after all,” I said, plucking the sheet with Richard’s parents’ names free from the papers and folding it up. “It might be a bit late at night for a consultation about Pippa’s grades, but it’s definitely not too late for this.”

			“Is this something you want to handle on your own?” Aveda said, looking at me earnestly. “Since Richard isn’t just any old garden variety d-bag—he’s your d-bag. The one you just finally let out all your rage about. He may be more likely to open up to just you and this could be an important step for your sense of closure around your experience here.”

			“Wow,” I said, grinning at her. “That’s so thoughtful and sensitive of you. Look how far you’ve come as a co-heroine trying to have a healthy and fruitful relationship with your fellow co-heroine. I’m impressed.”

			“I’m good at a lot of things, Evie,” Aveda said, rolling her eyes. “I just have to set my mind to it. I mean, by the time we’re done here, I’ll probably qualify for a Biology PhD or something.”

			“Don’t think that’s how it works, but go you for trying,” I said, laughing a little. “And, yes. I think I would like to handle this on my own.” I straightened my spine and nodded at the paper, feeling that sense of strength and resolve rise in my chest. It was like being on the top rung of the ladder again, getting ready to throw my plate.

			“Love it.” Aveda beamed. “And look at you, so much more assertive and confident than when we first started this heroing gig. Maybe you’ll also qualify for a Biology PhD.”

			“Definitely sure that’s not how it works,” I said.
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			I took a deep breath as I prepared to knock on Richard’s cottage door. I’d strategized on the short walk over (which had taken longer than expected because I was still wearing my Sexy Professor outfit, and the heels insisted on sinking into the grass with every other step—definitely not as empowering as the clack against the concrete). I didn’t think whipping out the list, pointing to his parents’ names, and demanding answers was going to do it. He was a master of flipping information on its ear, manipulating the situation in order to make you feel like you were the one doing something wrong. I’d need to butter him up a little, massage his gigantic ego. The mere thought of that sent shudders of revulsion through my entire body, so I had to really prepare myself. To make my well-practiced fake smile even more brilliant than usual.

			I took another breath, pasted that smile across my face, and knocked on the door.

			Silence. No rustles, no footsteps. I glanced over at the front window, but the blinds were drawn, revealing nothing.

			I pulled out my phone to text him, then hesitated, my gaze going back to the window.

			Maybe it would be a better use of my time if I just . . . looked around while he wasn’t home? Then I wouldn’t have to worry about maintaining my fake smile and massaging his ego. Granted, I might not find anything and he might be totally innocent of anything other than being a self-involved asshole whose parents had bought him a prestigious job that he was actually pretty bad at.

			But why not try?

			I tried the door; it was locked.

			Well, I was already breaking in—might as well be obvious about it. I could always say I’d been worried that he was in danger or something.

			I channeled all my rage at Richard into my fire, igniting a flame in my hand. Most satisfying flame ever. Then I burned the doorknob off and let myself inside.

			“Richard?” I called out, testing to see if he was home and just otherwise disposed.

			Silence.

			I shut the door behind me and scanned the living room. Empty, stained teacups and papers in the midst of being graded littered the coffee table in front of the squashy sofa. My gaze couldn’t help but go to that closed door next to the bathroom, the one Aveda had joked about being his Bluebeard’s chamber situation. It seemed to call to me now, hinting at all kinds of hidden mysteries.

			I crossed the room and tried the handle—also locked. So it looked like I was going to have to extra break in. I called up my flame again, burned the doorknob off, and reveled in how weirdly good it felt to destroy Richard’s property.

			I entered the mystery room and was immediately plunged into complete darkness.

			What the . . .

			I blinked a few times, but the blackness remained. I couldn’t see anything. I felt along the wall, my fingertips brushing something that felt like a light switch. I flicked it on, flooding the room in way-too-bright light. My eyes snapped shut instinctively.

			I opened them very slowly. There were two windows on the right-hand wall, both of them covered with heavy blackout curtains. A massive king-size bed took up most of the room—interesting, this room hadn’t been Richard’s bedroom when we’d been together. I guessed he liked to move stuff around in his cottage, keep things fresh. I noticed he still had his opulent velvet bedding, though.

			I stepped into the room tentatively, like I was expecting Richard to jump out from behind the curtains. Save for the industrial strength window coverings, it looked excessively normal. His bed was made, his pillows were fluffed, and the nightstand held only a single book and a half-full glass of water. So why had the door been locked? What was he so afraid of people seeing?

			I stepped in a little further, turned around . . . and that’s when I saw it.

			On the wall facing the bed, I’d been expecting to find, I don’t know, a TV? A bookshelf? A soothing watercolor painting?

			Instead . . . well, there was no other way of putting it.

			It was a massive shrine to me.

			Photos of me, mostly clipped from articles about my superheroing career, my wedding, and my status as a local celebrity, were affixed to the wall in a massive, sprawling collage. A fresh-looking print-out of Maisy’s blog post about my pregnancy was plastered right in the middle. Some of the articles were marked up with Richard’s scribbly writing, questions and observations scrawled in the margins. A long table was set in front of this serial killer-esque art piece, a small collection of candles on top of it.

			“Holy. Fucking. Hell,” I murmured, crossing the room to inspect things more closely.

			I zeroed in on a photo of Nate and me at our wedding, flushed and happy, him pulling me close to whisper something in my ear. I ran my fingertips over my smiling face, trying to wrap my brain around what, exactly, I was looking at.

			My gaze wandered down to the candles and I shook my head, unable to make sense of it. My body felt like it was going into some kind of shock where I couldn’t even process the most basic of information. The room felt airless, stuffy. I was suddenly hyper-aware of every single dust mote floating through the air. Next to the candles was a tiny collection of detritus—a stretched-out ponytail holder, a rusted necklace with a little heart charm, and a clump of what looked like dark brown hair . . .

			Oh, shit. The ponytail holder looked like one I’d left at Richard’s place right before we broke up. The necklace was something he’d tried to give me that had not been my taste at all. And the hair . . . Was that my hair?! That he’d saved all these years?

			I shuddered, revulsion coursing through my bloodstream.

			What had he been doing? Was this really some kind of fucked-up tribute to our relationship? To me?

			I’d been so certain that Richard had barely thought of me over the last decade, that I’d been completely disposable to him. But apparently he’d been thinking about me a lot.

			I backed away from the makeshift shrine, feeling like I was floating outside my body. The air in the room felt stuffier by the second, pressing down on me from all angles and making me feel like I was moving through molasses. I was so wrapped up in trying to make sense of it all, I backed right into the nightstand, bumping Richard’s water glass. It knocked over and spilled all over the book, soaking its pages.

			“Agh . . . fuck!” I spat out, whipping around and attempting to mop up some of the water with the bottom of my silk blouse. I picked up the book and tried to shake the water off of it. All this accomplished was splattering water around, sprinkling Richard’s velvet duvet. Then, just as I was about to set the book on the wet nightstand, a sheaf of paper slipped free and scattered all over the floor.

			“What the . . .” I set the book on the bed and knelt down to pick the papers up. They were thin and wispy, practically worn through in certain parts, and covered in a cacophony of different handwritings. And they all had jagged edges, as if they’d been ripped out of a book . . .

			My grip tightened on the papers as shock jolted through my system. I was looking at the chunk of pages that had been torn out of the big red book I’d taken from the Quiet Room. Had Richard stolen the pages? Had he had them this whole time?

			My eyes went from the pages to the Evie shrine and back again.

			I needed to get out of here. I needed to find Richard. And I needed to either burn him down or get him to tell me what the fuck he was doing with stolen pages, way too many photos of me, and a lock of my freaking hair.

			Or maybe I’d do both. We’d just have to see.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			MY RAGE SPIRALED to an all-time high as I stomped through campus. Had Richard devised some elaborate plot to bring me here? Had he somehow summoned the demonic energy that had caused all the hauntings? Was he the one responsible for fucking Morgan’s shit up?

			If any of this was even a little bit true, I was going to fuck his shit up.

			But first I needed to find him.

			The most likely place was probably his office, located in Morgan Hall. Even though Pippa had noted that office hours were over, I knew that whenever Richard wasn’t teaching class or making endless tea in his cottage, he liked to putter around and revel in the fact that he had one of the nicest corner offices in the building.

			I adjusted my stomping trajectory, aiming myself toward Morgan Hall.

			My heels were still sinking into the grass, but now they felt powerful again, enhancing my anger and propelling me with every step. The night air was freezing cold, but my rage kept me warm.

			The front door to Morgan Hall was open, so I didn’t have to burn off my third doorknob of the night.

			I stomped up the stairs, gaining strength from their now familiar creak. Richard’s office was on the fourth floor, at the end of the hall to the right. I still remembered. I reached the door and knocked hard, yelling out his name for good measure.

			No answer.

			I tested the doorknob. Also open.

			I let myself in, still yelling his name.

			My yelling only bounced off the walls of an empty room, though—there was no one here. Just eerie silence, which made my angry voice seem even louder.

			My gaze went to Richard’s desk, piled high with books, his laptop, and various pretentious-looking fountain pens. The tree branches outside whispered against the window, as if trying to tell me all their secrets.

			I crossed the room, brushing aside the shiver that wanted to run up my spine, trying not to let the whispering branches unnerve me, and opened his laptop. I clicked around, not sure of what I was looking for—maybe a handy note that just said I DID IT, I SUMMONED THE GHOSTS? Given the completely bananas shrine I’d just witnessed, it didn’t seem entirely out of the question. I pulled up his email and scrolled through his inbox, his sent messages . . . and there, right in the middle of the scroll, was a message that had been sent to both Team Tanaka/Jupiter’s official address and my own personal email. My heart was beating very fast as I opened the message—I swore I could hear it thrumming through my entire body, echoing in my eardrums, drowning out all other sound.

			Greetings, esteemed alum, from Morgan College! We are ever so pleased to invite you to your class reunion, taking place this coming weekend. Activities include . . .

			I frowned at the message, trying to make sense of it all. It looked like Richard had disguised his email address with a generic-sounding Morgan College email, but there was no mistaking what had happened here. I flashed back to the red-haired woman greeting Aveda and me, how she’d been happy I was there, but also very confused as to why I was there. I remembered how I’d found the invite so odd and last minute . . .

			The college hadn’t invited me to the reunion—Richard had.

			I clicked around some more, opening up an email that appeared to be from Provost Glennon.

			Take care of this, the subject line warned.

			There was no text in the message, just an attachment. I opened it.

			Complaint filed by: Julie Vũ, junior

			Complaint subject: Professor Richard Covington

			Details: It is my belief that Professor Covington’s teaching methods are not merely lacking in educational value, but that they are actually harmful to the student body of Morgan College—young people who are finding their voices and learning to express themselves. Numerous times in class, Professor Covington has belittled students’ opinions, calling their readings of the text superficial or, on one particularly egregious occasion, “girly” in a way that was clearly meant as derogatory—

			“Well, Evelyn, I see you’re learning all my secrets. Find anything good on that laptop?”

			My head snapped up to see Richard leaning in the doorframe, smug smile firmly in place. His blue eyes glittered with satisfaction.

			“You’re going to tell me everything,” I commanded. I stood and drew myself up tall, trying to give him my most intimidating superheroine look. Trying to find all that strength I’d felt earlier, when I’d hurled the plate while my friends cheered me on. “What’s going on? What did you do to Julie Vũ? And why do you have a freaking shrine to me on your bedroom wall?!”

			He chuckled and pushed off from the doorframe, sauntering across the room to meet me. He looked so unbothered. Which only served to stoke my rage even more.

			“Oh, Evelyn,” he said, reaching out to brush my hair off my face. I slapped his hand away. I felt my face getting hot again, that explosive anger beating against my chest. “You always had so much potential. And you were so feisty when I pushed you.”

			“Answer me,” I hissed. “Are you so desperate for attention that you lured me here under the pretense of a class reunion and then haunted the college so I’d chase after the mystery and hang out here longer and then, I don’t know, end up falling in love with you?”

			“I have missed you so,” he said, gazing at me fondly. “And yes, many of the ghostly encounters have been engineered to appeal to you specifically. I mean, a girl crying over taking care of her sister? A young woman of color who felt overwhelmed by all her responsibilities? Another who felt like she never quite fit in?” He laughed heartily, throwing his head back so all his snow-white teeth showed.

			“Engineered by who?” I pressed. “Just you or—”

			“Ah-ah,” he said, shaking a professorial finger at me. “That’s by whom.”

			“Fuck you very much.” I batted his finger out of my face. “Tell me what happened.”

			“I did want to get you back here,” he said, his gaze softening. “I thought if I could get you to return, maybe you could finally fulfill all that potential I saw in you so long ago. That you could finally become great.”

			“I am great,” I hissed at him. “I’m a fucking superhero. And even if I wasn’t, I certainly don’t need your validation. My life is perfect. It’s everything I want. It’s full of adventure and love and I’m going to have a baby, a family—”

			“Ah, yes.” He smirked at me. “Poor Evie. That’s what you always wanted, isn’t it? People to love you unconditionally—god knows your parents didn’t. Otherwise, why would they have left you alone to raise that out-of-control brat of a sister?”

			“My mom died of cancer, asshole,” I spat out. “And Bea has grown into an amazing person—”

			“But it’s no thanks to you, is it? She had to find her own way, after you ruined her beyond fixing.” His smug smile widened as he leaned in, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Have you ever told her about that night—when you made that decision? When her behavior forced you to make that decision, I should say.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” My voice shook a little, my hands fisting at my sides. This conversation had very quickly gotten out of my control and I felt like I was scrambling around in the dark, trying to figure out how to get it back on track. This had always been one of the most infuriating things about Richard—no matter how obviously he was at fault, he had a knack for turning things around so you were on the defensive. And I hadn’t been able to see that so clearly until now.

			“Oh, you know,” he said, his smug smile never wavering. “You forget, Evelyn—before your hulking brute of a husband came into the picture, I knew you better than anyone. And frankly . . .” He cocked an eyebrow, his eyes scanning my face. “I think I still do.”

			“I can assure you that is most definitely not true,” I snarled.

			“Then why do I know what you refuse to admit—even to yourself?” he said.

			“What’s that?” I snapped. I was trying like mad to keep the shake out of my voice, the tremble out of my body. I tried to just feel that rage again . . .

			His smile widened again and he leaned in so close I could smell his flowery cologne. “You were always going to quit. You never had what it takes. You were weak, and at the first sign of any trouble, you crumbled. And you left.”

			“I left because . . .” I stopped abruptly.

			Because you made me so mad and then I caught you fucking someone else and accidentally burned down the library and I couldn’t deal with the idea that I was two seconds away from destroying everything else around me.

			But I couldn’t say that part out loud.

			“I decided this wasn’t what I wanted for myself,” I said.

			“Ah, you don’t remember, then,” he said, gloating. “You confided in me one night after a particularly passionate lovemaking session. You told me you were so tired, you just couldn’t do it anymore. That you had to take care of that brat sister of yours, because your love for her was more important than fulfilling your potential, than being truly great. Of course I tried to convince you otherwise, but you would not be swayed. You told me some garbled story about peanut butter, of all things. How that’s what decided it for you.”

			I shook my head, frantically digging back through my memory. What was he talking about? I remembered that night with Bea and the peanut butter . . . I remembered how I’d barely turned in my paper on time the next morning, and how I’d gone to Richard’s place after and passed out in his bed. How we’d had sex later, and then . . .

			I frowned. What had happened after that?

			We’d talked for a while, but I barely remembered it. I’d been so sleep-deprived and full-body exhausted after staying up with Bea all night, and I’d been rambling . . .

			“And then you left without so much as a good-bye,” Richard said, putting on a faux-mournful face. “That’s when I knew you’d actually followed through with it—you’d chosen the brat.”

			“Whatever I chose,” I said, trying to draw myself up tall again, “I’m happy with it. I’m happy with my life.”

			“You can’t lie to me,” Richard said. “Maybe you can lie to your himbo husband, but I know you better than that. If you were truly happy with your life, you wouldn’t be here, would you? Chasing ghosts and spending so much time with your ex.”

			“I’m doing my job—” I sputtered.

			“Are you?” he retorted. “Because you seem to be failing on that front as well. Honestly, Evelyn, if you were going to choose the brat over your future . . . well, you should have at least made it worth it. But from what I can see, she’s an out-of-control freakshow—”

			“Do not talk about Bea,” I growled.

			“—and you can’t even perform your superheroine duties in an adequate manner,” he continued, ignoring me. “What have you done since you’ve been here? Gotten drunk off of dorm party punch, run around campus trying to chase down ghosts with your friend, and utterly failed at protecting the young Morgan students you’re supposed to be saving from harm.”

			“That’s not—”

			“Not what?” he said, his eyes glinting with triumph. “Shelby’s still withdrawn and sad, Pippa’s been through a horrible kidnapping ordeal, Tess has been kicked out of the ghost-hunting society, and Julie Vũ’s in the hospital.” He leaned in, relishing the way tears were starting to prick my eyeballs, the way my face was flushing with frustration. “How do you expect to save these children when you can’t even save yourself? And how do you expect to bring a child into this world . . .” He smirked at my abdomen. “. . . when you’ve done such a piss-poor job at accomplishing anything in your sad little life?”

			“Stop,” I hissed, my tears spilling over. “Just . . . stop.”

			“I still love you, Evelyn,” he said, reaching over again to brush my hair off my face. Now I was trembling too badly to stop him—I couldn’t tell if it was from rage, from frustration, from sadness . . . maybe from all of the above. “Come to me when you want to be great. When you’re ready to be great.”

			“Richard . . .”

			Tears were streaming freely down my cheeks now and my throat was so tight, I could barely gasp the words out.

			I reached up to push his hand away.

			And my hand passed right through him.

			“What . . .” I looked at my hand, then back at him.

			His smile was so smug now, it looked like his face was about to break in half.

			“Farewell, Evelyn,” he said.

			Then he vanished into thin air.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			I BACKED AWAY from Richard’s office, my face wet with tears. My breath was coming and going in short little gasps and I couldn’t catch it, just as I couldn’t stop my heart from beating faster and faster and faster. I tried to tell myself to inhale, hold, exhale—but my brain wouldn’t calm down long enough to process that. It only wanted to run.

			I stumbled a little further down the hall, then broke into a sprint, catapulting myself down the massive staircase and nearly crashing into one of the plastic skeletons. I tripped over my high heels on a particularly treacherous stair and almost fell flat on my face, my hand shooting out and latching on to the harsh metal of the banister just in time. I righted myself and ran down one of the narrow hallways on the second floor, shoving aside ghost and bat decorations littering my path, flinging myself into one of the corner offices. I collapsed onto the floor and sobbed. Big, wracking, heaving sobs that felt like they’d been bottled up for years.

			I couldn’t even begin to wrap my head around what I’d just seen, what it all meant. I couldn’t get past Richard’s—or Ghost Richard’s?—words to me, each one like a dagger in my heart.

			He was right. I had failed Bea. I had failed the Morgan students I was trying so hard to help. I couldn’t even help myself. And I was about to be the worst mother ever.

			And as for the rest of it . . .

			I hugged my knees to my chest, trying to catch my breath.

			You were always going to quit.

			You were weak.

			You left.

			I flashed back to the day after the Bea Tanaka Peanut Butter Incident: me running up those creaky Morgan Hall stairs to turn my paper in, tossing it in the big plastic blue bin Professor Connolly always left out for us, then sleepwalking my way over to Richard’s.

			I’d been so exhausted, practically delirious. I remembered luxuriating in the softness of his freshly laundered sheets against my skin, feeling cradled by his cloud-like mattress and the fluffiness of the velvet duvet. And as I’d drifted off for a few hours of much-needed shut-eye, a single thought floated through my head . . .

			I have to quit.

			Now, sitting on the floor of Morgan Hall, I hugged my knees more tightly to my chest, those words echoing through my brain on an endless loop.

			The more I paused on that thought I’d had a decade ago, the faster the memories flooded back. I remembered waking up later, still exhausted. My eyes were so tired, they felt like they were being stabbed by a thousand tiny knives. I remembered telling Richard I’d decided to drop out.

			I just couldn’t do it, couldn’t try to balance all the chaotic, conflicting pieces of my life anymore. I couldn’t cling to a future that was never going to happen, a dream that probably should have died as soon as my father left—as soon as I was given the task of raising Bea.

			I’d always told myself I decided to leave because of the library disaster. Because I was upset and confused and betrayed and I couldn’t stand the idea that I might hurt someone with my power. I’d told myself that story so often, it had just become the truth. I’d made it the truth.

			But the real truth was, I’d decided long before that.

			And the reasons behind my decision had been smaller and sadder and more pathetic—I couldn’t handle it. I’d been failing hard at every single part of my life. I had to choose one that maybe I could fail at just a little less. I was weak, just like Richard had said.

			I buried my face against my knees and sobbed again. For the girl I’d been, for the girl I’d tried to raise. For both of those girls, who’d never had a chance to simply follow their dreams and flourish.

			A hand fell on my shoulder and I nearly jumped out of my skin, my heart rate spiking. My head snapped up and I saw a dark, hulking figure looming over me, blurry around the edges thanks to my tears. Too big to be Richard—real or ghost version.

			I blinked a few times and the figure came into a hazy sort of focus, his dark eyes gazing down at me with concern.

			“Nate?” I whispered, barely able to believe it. Was he another ghost, a mirage? A product of my delusional, grief-stricken brain?

			He didn’t say anything, just sat down on the floor next to me and gathered me in his arms. He was so warm, so solid, and his fresh, comforting scent was all around me.

			“You’re real,” I whispered, turning my face up to him.

			“Of course I am,” he said, pulling me closer. One of his hands cupped my face and his thumb stroked down my cheek, brushing my tears away. His eyes were lit with so much tenderness, and I wanted nothing more than to collapse against him and sob and let him hold me. But his presence, his solidness, brought me back to reality, made me remember that beyond the Richard Ghost forcing me to admit the truth of my past and have a full-on meltdown . . . well, there was a Richard Ghost. And both human Richard and Ghost Richard were definitely engaged in something shady.

			“Sorry,” I said to Nate, hastily scraping a hand over my eyes and disentangling myself from him. “I’m fine. I need to talk to Aveda—”

			“Evie.” He grabbed my hand, his brows drawing together. “You’re clearly not fine—just as you haven’t been fine for the past two months. I . . . I know we’re not in the best place right now, I know I said we needed time apart, but . . . Bea and Aveda both told me you have been very . . . distressed. And I needed to see you.”

			“How did you find me?” I said, my voice small.

			“Your phone,” he said, his worried look melting into slight amusement. “I have everyone in the household on Find My Phone—Bea too, even though she’s moved away. No locator spell required.”

			“I . . . I just need to get myself together,” I insisted, trying to quell the tremble in my voice. “I need to . . . to . . .”

			I trailed off, my voice wobbling dangerously. I felt so completely lost.

			“Evie.” Nate ran his hands over my shoulders, and I found myself leaning into their warmth. “Please let me worry about you. Just for a moment.”

			I met his eyes, searched his face. All of that tenderness I’d been missing for so long radiated back at me. No matter what, he always made me feel safe.

			Something unfurled in my chest, a long-held tension releasing. Every worry I’d held so tightly, every bit of sadness and grief and frustration at myself for not being able to protect the people I wanted to came tumbling out.

			I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t even try.

			I collapsed against him fully.

			I sagged into his chest like a deflated balloon, buried my face against all his comforting solidness, and cried. I felt like I might never stop. His arms went around me, pulling me close.

			My tears soaked the front of his black t-shirt, my sobs heaving through my entire body. Eventually, I’d cried so much, I didn’t have any tears left. My sobs devolved into sad little gasps, pathetic hiccups.

			Throughout it all, Nate never let me go.

			“Talk to me,” he finally whispered against my hair. “If you can.”

			“I . . .” Another sob rose in my throat, and I tried to shove it down.

			“When we spoke before, you said you were scared—that you didn’t know what would happen when the baby got here, and if you could handle everything.” Nate’s voice was so gentle, so coaxing, my eyes filled with tears again. “Is that’s what’s going on?”

			“I am scared,” I said, my voice thin and wavery. “But I . . . I don’t think I realized why. Or how deep that reason was buried. It . . .” I swallowed hard, determined to soldier on. His hand smoothed my back, urging me to continue. I kept my cheek pressed against his chest, drawing comfort from his warmth. “It has to do with . . . before. When I was trying to go to school here and raise Bea and work . . .” I raised a hand to wipe tears from my eyes. “I failed. I failed so hard. And I didn’t leave this place because I burned down the library—I decided before that. I dropped out because I couldn’t take how overwhelmed I was, and I was doing so badly at everything. My solution was to run away. And even running away didn’t mean things magically got better. I sucked at raising Bea. It’s a miracle she finally found her way—but maybe she would have found it faster if I hadn’t totally fucked everything up. And I just . . . I know I’m going to fuck everything up now, too. I’m already doing it. I . . . I . . .” My tears spilled over, the sobs rising in my throat yet again.

			“Evie.” Nate put his hands on my shoulders and gently pulled back from me, forcing me to meet his gaze. “How is it that this is how you see yourself?”

			“What do you mean?” I whispered.

			“How can you think you’ve failed—at anything?” His gaze bore into me, so direct and intense, consternation overtaking his harsh features. “You did what was right for you and for Bea at the time. You made that choice because deep in your heart, you knew it was right. You love her more than anything. How can that be wrong? And how can you look at her now and think . . .” He shook his head. “She’s thriving, can’t you see that? She had to find her way there on her own, but she wouldn’t have been able to do that if you hadn’t taken such good care of her. She knows that, too.”

			“But what if . . .” I trailed off, shaking my head. I didn’t even know where I was going with that. That fear, that idea that I was about to mess everything up, was still wrapping its ice-cold fingers around my heart.

			“Life is rarely perfect,” Nate said, leaning in to touch his forehead against mine. “But from the moment we met, from the very first time I kissed you, from all the other firsts we’ve had together . . .” A slight smile tugged at his lips. “You’ve taught me that sometimes the best things in life are unexpected.”

			“I don’t think either of us have handled the unexpected particularly well recently,” I murmured, sniffling.

			His smile widened. “You are very correct about that. But we aren’t perfect, either. And baby . . .” He pulled back, his expression turning thoughtful. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for the way I left you last time. And I’m sorry if anything I said or did contributed to you feeling like you couldn’t handle things. You are so strong. So extraordinary. And I wish you could see yourself as I do. I . . .” He shook his head, frustration passing over his face. “I had an irrational reaction to you mentioning Richard. I was jealous. I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you, Evie. It provokes reactions in me that are not entirely logical.”

			“Lucy and Aveda said something like that,” I murmured. “That neither of us really had, you know, a serious relationship before this. We don’t always know how to . . . to do stuff. Or handle all the feelings that come up. And I’m sorry, too. I was hiding stuff from you and trying to magically fix our problems with sex, but I also wanted to feel close to you again. It broke my heart to not feel that way.”

			“I should not have dismissed your feelings the way I did,” he said, stroking my cheek again. “I couldn’t see beyond my worry for you, it overwhelmed everything else. And I think underneath it all . . .” He trailed off, his eyes searching my face. Like it was a puzzle he was trying to make sense of. “I think,” he continued hesitantly, “there is always an underlying fear for me that it would be easy for you to leave me. That you will find me unworthy, somehow. The only other person I had any sort of human connection with before was my mother—and it was all too easy for her to throw me away.” His voice broke and a muscle in his jaw twitched, his eyes going shiny with unshed tears.

			“Oh, Nate.” My own tears were streaming freely down my cheeks. I cupped his face in my hands and met his gaze, hoping he could see every single thing I was feeling. “That kind of scar doesn’t heal overnight—I know that better than anyone. But you have me, completely. I’m all in, forever. And . . . and you know it’s not just me you have now. You . . . we have a family. And it sounds like they’ve all been trying to get us to come to our senses and talk things out.”

			“Indeed,” he said, smiling slightly. “I have gotten a few choice words from Scott about this situation as well.”

			“We were both so worried about each other,” I said. “Trying to protect each other from our own feelings. But I want you to know, you can always cry on me. Like I just cried on you. You don’t have to hold it all in. You . . . we don’t have to be strong all the time.” I leaned in close, hoping he’d hear everything I was saying. I wanted him to feel as safe as I did, as protected. “I love you with everything I have. I love you so much, it’s overwhelming sometimes. And I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you know that, every single day. You’re the most worthy person I’ve ever known.”

			Tenderness lit his dark eyes again and my heart clenched.

			“I love you too,” he said, his deep voice rough and shaky.

			And then, because there was nothing else we could express in mere words, I leaned in and kissed him.

			He made a surprised sound in the back of his throat, then pulled me against his body. His tongue parted my lips, deepening our kiss. I sank into the irresistible wet heat of it, my greedy fingertips skimming up the muscles of his chest to stroke his neck, his gorgeous broad shoulders. Everything.

			It had been so long since he’d kissed me with so much passion, with such intent. We’d gotten close to that when we’d made out in my dorm room the other day, but this was a whole other level.

			His big hands drifted down my back and framed my hips, and he pulled me up so I was straddling him. I groaned low in my throat, my hands slipping under his shirt so I could finally feel his bare skin, the hard planes of his chest. Desire blazed through me, making me writhe against him. I was so starved for touch, for his touch. For his hands tangling in my hair and his tongue hot against mine. For all of it.

			“Evie,” he growled against my mouth. He pulled back, locking his eyes with mine. He was breathing hard and he looked so . . . hungry. I felt another stab of desire so intense, it made me dizzy. “I just realized,” he continued, doing his best to get the words out, “it’s late at night. And we’re in an office. With a desk.”

			“Uh, yes,” I said, my mind running a million miles a minute. It was really hard to focus on anything except how hard he was, that insistent pulse between my legs. “Do you want to go somewhere else?”

			“No.” He leaned in and grazed his lips against my earlobe. I shivered. “It just made me think about your fantasy. The one you were telling me about the other day.”

			“Oh!” I yelped, memories from that moment flooding my mind, short-circuiting my brain. “I . . . um . . .”

			His lips moved to my neck and the words died in my throat. He pulled back and gazed at me, then he reached over and traced his fingertips over my collarbone. Just like the hot stranger in my fantasy. I shivered.

			“So I’m supposed to be a stranger,” he said. “And you’re . . .” His eyes skimmed over my Sexy Professor ensemble. “What is this you’re wearing?”

			“This is that Sexy Professor costume,” I managed. Want was coursing through my bloodstream now, making it difficult to form complete sentences. “Kind of perfect for that particular fantasy.”

			“Mmm,” he said, his fingertips drifting lower to trace the creamy silk of the neckline. My nipples tightened, two hard points against the delicate lace of my bra. I saw his gaze drift lower, taking them in. The material of this costume was so thin, he could pretty much see everything. He made a sound low in his throat, a groan that made me flush all over.

			“Here, let me . . .” I raised a hand to the buttons of my blouse, preparing to undo them. He caught my wrist and locked his gaze with mine once again.

			“No,” he rasped, his voice low and husky. “Let me.” His fingertips brushed over my collarbone again and drifted between my breasts. “Let me take care of you,” he growled in my ear. “Let me be in charge.” He toyed with the top button of my blouse, then flicked it open. I inhaled sharply. “You only have to feel, Evie—I know what you want. And I want to give you more pleasure than you can handle. I want to take care of you the way you need me to.”

			“Yes,” I whispered. “Please.”

			His hand slid under my blouse and cupped my breast, his big thumb stroking my nipple through my bra. Chills coursed through me and I closed my eyes, unable to think of anything but how good that felt. He buried his face in my neck, his tongue tracing patterns over one of my most sensitive spots.

			“Stand up,” he managed between kisses.

			“Why?” I gasped, my head swimming as he rolled my nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

			He pulled back and gave me the most wicked grin.

			“I’m in charge, remember?” he said, cocking an eyebrow. He leaned in again, his lips brushing my ear. “And I’m going to fuck you against your desk.”

			“Holy . . .” I squeaked out, but I couldn’t get any farther than that.

			He got to his feet and pulled me up with him, then kissed me deeply and backed me up against the desk, his hands caressing my hips. I scooted my ass backward, so I was sitting on the edge of the desk, and wrapped my legs around him, pulling him against me so I could feel that beautiful hardness again.

			“How do you want to be . . . positioned?” he said, somehow making that sound like the dirtiest word in the history of the English language. All the air left my lungs. “Was your fantasy like this?” He gestured to our current set-up. “Or were you bent over the desk?”

			“I . . .” I gripped the front of his t-shirt, holding on for dear life. “I want you to decide.”

			He gave me another wicked grin. “Then stay like this—I want to see all of you.” He kissed me, stroking his palms up my thighs, his fingertips grazing my sides, and landing on the neckline of my blouse again, toying with the flimsy material.

			“How attached are you to this shirt?” he murmured against my mouth.

			“Actually, I hate it,” I said, my words coming out all breathy and frantic.

			He didn’t waste any more words, just ripped my blouse open. Buttons flew everywhere, pinging against the hardwood floor. I tried to shrug the tattered scraps of silk off, but Nate grabbed my wrist again. “Leave that,” he said. “And brace yourself against the desk.”

			I bit my lip and grinned at him, lowering my hands to the desk. He framed my hips with his hands and peppered kisses along my collarbone, his thumb brushing the lace of my bra aside. When his mouth finally found my exposed nipple, I moaned.

			“Wait . . . shit . . .” I gasped, laughing a little. “God, this is the dorm room all over again, I’m so loud . . .”

			“I love it when you’re loud,” he countered, his teeth grazing the slope of my breast. “And you’re supposed to just let go, remember? Let me take care of everything.”

			“Yes, but . . . oh god, please keep doing that . . . we’re sort of in public, and I . . . I feel like I can’t . . .”

			He raised his head, his eyes searching mine. His hands moved to my thighs again and he pushed my skirt up until it was bunched around my waist. His fingertips skimmed the garters and the lace of my panties, sending little shockwaves through my entire system.

			“Jesus Christ,” he breathed, taking in my fancy underwear set-up. He lingered on the panties. “Can I take these off?”

			“Yes,” I gasped.

			I heard a rip, felt the lace tearing away, and then he held the delicate material out to me, bunched in his hand. “What if,” he said slowly, getting that wicked glint in his eyes again, “you had something to scream against? Would that make you feel safe—like you could truly let go and just feel?”

			“Oh god,” I whimpered.

			His wicked grin widened as I allowed him to gag me with the panties. “If you want me to stop at any point, squeeze my shoulder,” he said, stroking my nipple again. “Otherwise, keep your hands on the desk.”

			I nodded, barely able to contain the waves of desire coursing through me. He lowered his mouth to my nipple again, taking his time, swirling his tongue around the tip. I gripped the desk and threw my head back, moaning through the gag, giving in to the feel of his teeth grazing my delicate flesh.

			He moved lower, going to his knees, his tongue brushing my navel. I did as I’d been instructed, my hands clutching the desk in a death grip. My knees were wobbling like mad, and I knew if I let go or tried to stand all the way up, I’d just slide to the floor. He grinned up at me, sliding a hand up my ribcage to palm my breast. Then he leaned in and stroked his tongue between my legs.

			I screamed against the lace of my panties, wanting nothing more than to wrap my hand around the back of his neck and pull him even closer—but I also knew that if I let go of the desk, I’d collapse. His tongue found a rhythm, bringing me close to my peak over and over again, until I was practically sobbing with need.

			I almost cried when he got to his feet again, his fingers wrapping around my hips. I lifted one of my hands from the desk and stroked him through his pants, thrilling at how hard he was.

			With shaking fingers, I undid his belt, his pants, and pulled his cock free.

			“Put your hands back on the desk,” he growled. “Or . . .”

			I stroked him again and he groaned, his hands clutching the end of the desk, his knuckles turning white.

			“Or I’m not going to last long,” he finally managed.

			I did as I was told, but not before throwing him a wicked look of my own.

			He gripped my hips again and guided himself inside me with one long thrust. I moaned against the gag again, wrapping my legs around his waist, my high heels digging into his back. Then he started to fuck me, slowly at first, building to a rhythm of long, rough strokes. Each one sent a whole new wave of pleasure through me, escalating in intensity until I was completely overwhelmed.

			The desk shook beneath us, rattling with every thrust. I gripped it harder, closing my eyes, losing myself in the sensation. I felt his tongue against my nipple again, then his whole mouth, taking me in . . . god.

			And then he slid a hand between us and started to touch me, right where I needed it most. Every part of me felt so stimulated, so pleasured. I felt taken care of. It was what I’d always wanted from this fantasy, to be able to let myself go and not worry about anything and . . . just . . . feel . . .

			I threw my head back and screamed against the gag, holding nothing back.

			“Evie.” Nate’s voice was rough with desire. “Open your eyes—look at me, baby.”

			I opened my eyes—and realized there were tears streaming down my cheeks. I met his gaze, and was transported back to that moment right after we’d found out we were pregnant—our eyes locking as he slid inside of me. Feeling so connected. So free.

			God, I loved this man. This man who went out of his way to give me everything I needed. Who wanted me to feel taken care of and protected and safe. Who loved me beyond all measure, who gave himself to me as fully as I’d given myself to him.

			Who made me feel like I could let go. Because he’d always catch me.

			He thrust into me hard, one long stroke. Just pleasure, nothing else. And then he pressed his fingers right where I needed them and everything exploded into bright light.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			“MY GOD, EVIE.” Aveda collapsed onto her dorm bed, laughing. “I know you set out on that mini mission to Richard’s with the goal of empowering yourself, but you really went above and beyond.”

			I grinned at her, propping myself up on my pillow. After living out my fantasy with Nate, I’d returned to our room and fallen straight into bed, sleeping more deeply than I had in ages. Now a new day had dawned, and Aveda was demanding all the details.

			She sat up and held out a hand, ticking off her fingers. “I mean, you discovered a shrine to you, engaged in a whole conversation with Ghost Richard, and then had mind-blowing desk sex with your hot husband. That’s very overachieving of you.”

			“Yeah, I don’t know that all of this counts as productive since I was so freaked out by Ghost Richard I didn’t ask him anything useful,” I countered. I was technically still in bed, not totally awake yet. “But the last part was . . .” I flushed, and couldn’t stop the satisfied grin from spreading over my face.

			I’d sent Nate home afterward, both of us promising to keep talking. To be honest with each other. He was still worried about me, but assured me that he knew I could handle whatever the rest of this mission held (even if I didn’t exactly know that myself). My feelings were still messy and uncontained, all over the place. Nowhere close to perfect. But I was starting to be okay with existing there, just letting all those emotions unfurl inside of me.

			“I’m glad it was,” Aveda said, waggling her eyebrows. “I’m so happy you two were able to get there. And that you fulfilled one of your longest held fantasies in the process.”

			“Thank you for talking to both of us,” I said earnestly, meeting her eyes. “Really. I mean, ultimately we needed to talk to each other to make things right. But you and Lucy and Bea and Scott . . . you were all there for us. It really helped.”

			“Well, of course,” she said, waving a hand. “We’re always here for you, Evie—always. That’s what family does. And you have certainly been there for all of us in the same way. Now.” Her brow furrowed as she shifted into business mode. “What do we think is going on with this Richard thing? Does everything you discovered mean all of this was his doing—that he somehow summoned the demonic energy that’s powering the Morgan College ghosts so you’d return and . . . what? Get back together with him?” She shuddered.

			“That’s certainly what his ghostly form seemed to imply,” I said, gnawing on my lower lip. “First of all, I think we need to try to track him down—there’s a chance that ghost wasn’t actually him. It could have been an echo ghost, like the ones we encountered.”

			“Which means he was at Morgan Hall at some point,” Aveda said. “But it doesn’t sound like Ghost Richard acted like the echo ghosts who chased us—they were more like snarling, zombie-type beings. You had an entire coherent conversation with him.”

			“True,” I murmured. I gazed up at the ceiling, then let my eyes wander to her Heroic Trio poster. “What if . . .” I frowned into space. “What if the Richard Ghost is more like Ghost Victoria?” I said, feeling out a theory. “An apparition of someone who’s still technically alive. What if . . .” I closed my eyes tight, trying to get all the bits of information to come together. I thought back to our conversation with Victoria, how she’d seemed at peace with so many aspects of her Morgan experience . . . but you could tell she had regrets. That she still thought about this place. That there was so much that she wished could have been different . . .

			“Annie,” I said slowly, “remember how Tess was talking about paranormal energy: how they think it’s remnants of human feelings that were left behind, those emotional resonances? What if the remnants are somehow tied to regrets that person had? Unfinished business? Stuff that would make a spirit really want to haunt a place.”

			“Hmm,” she said, her face taking on a thoughtful cast. “Let’s think back to all our ghosts. Theater Ghost is still mad at her parents. Courtyard Ghost is rightfully pissed at all the terrible men on her wagon train. Ghost Victoria obviously has regrets tied to this place. Clementine Caldwell . . . well, she’s my favorite petty bitch, and petty bitches never let go of anything ever.”

			“And Richard,” I breathed, the weight of certainty settling in my chest. “Well, the real Richard apparently never got over me, given the shrine and all. So obviously there’s some regret there.”

			“Wait.” Aveda stood and started pacing again, her eyes flashing. “So does that mean . . . Tess said they were trying to figure out what, exactly, makes a ghost pass over. If the paranormal energy, those resonances, are all regrets—”

			“Then maybe the ghost passes over when they’re finally able to let go of those regrets—when their business is finally finished,” I said, a tiny surge of excitement running through me. “But we think only the courtyard ghost has passed over, correct? What was it about yelling at Shelby that helped the ghost feel like all its business was finally settled?” I shook my head, trying to make the puzzle assemble itself.

			Aveda stopped in her tracks and frowned into space, her gaze intense. “And let’s not forget—whatever shady shit Richard’s doing, it doesn’t end with his ghostly regrets being activated. You said you found the pages that were ripped out from the Quiet Room book in his cottage. And the email from Julie, reporting his terrible behavior.”

			“Yes,” I said, rubbing a hand over my face. I felt like all the pieces were there, but I couldn’t get them to cohere. “She was reporting him for his academic behavior, though—nothing to do with the ghost stuff. But given that she and Tess were investigating the ghost stuff . . . well, how can that be a coincidence?”

			“So back to your first idea,” Aveda said. “Let’s find Richard—the real Richard. He has a lot of explaining to do. Do you think he’s back in his cottage?”

			“No idea,” I said, stretching and forcing myself to start getting out of bed. “But I’m going to make him talk to me, even if I have to burn all his doorknobs off again.”

			“I don’t know if that’s a euphemism or what,” Aveda said, beaming at me with admiration. “But dirty desk sex has done wonders for your confidence. Look at you: you are glowing. For real this time.”

			“Thanks,” I said, returning her grin. “I really think I am.”
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			Richard still wasn’t home—but I had another idea. Aveda and I looked up Leonora Quinn in the campus directory and found that her cottage was just a few houses down from his.

			Given that we’d crashed her ghost crawl, encouraged Tess to stage a coup, and run off to chase an actual ghost and interfere in the world of the paranormal, I wasn’t sure she’d want to talk to us. But I was determined to try.

			“Oh, it’s you,” Leonora said, opening the door for us. She shot us a contemptuous look. Her rainbow mane of hair was a tangled mess and there were dark circles under her eyes. “What do you want?”

			“We’re so sorry to disturb you, Professor Quinn, but I’m afraid it’s urgent,” Aveda said. “Do you happen to know where Richard—Professor Covington—is?”

			“No,” she said, the suspicion receding a bit. “Why?”

			“When was the last time you saw him?” I said. “It could be important. And we know y’all are an item, so no need to artfully dodge on that front.”

			“We had a lovely breakfast together in the dining hall,” Leonora said, frowning at me. “Then I had to retire to my abode to grade papers. That was . . . well, it’s been at least an hour now.”

			“And you haven’t heard from him?” I said. “No texts or anything?”

			“We don’t text,” she harrumphed, looking down her nose at me. “We prefer to carry on our love affair in an old-fashioned manner—from an era where romance wasn’t dead. What is this about?”

			“I had an encounter with Richard last night,” I said, deciding to cut to the chase. “Only it wasn’t exactly Richard—it was a ghost of Richard. Haunting his office.”

			In an instant, Leonora’s surly attitude fell away. All the blood drained from her face, and she grabbed the doorframe for support, her breathing turning shaky and uneven.

			“Wh-what?” she said. “Are you sure? Perhaps it was Richard playing a little Halloween prank.” She frowned to herself, as if realizing there was no way that could possibly be right. “Except he hates pranks . . .” She shook her head, her eyes getting a glassy, far-away look.

			“Professor?” Aveda said, her voice polite but firm. “May we come in and discuss this further?”

			She frowned at us, her suspicion returning. “Why? And why are you still talking to me? Shouldn’t you be reporting this to the campus authorities?”

			“Oh, for . . .” Aveda took a deep breath and closed her eyes, concentrating. Her glamour melted away. “I’m Aveda Jupiter,” she said. “And this is Evie Tanaka.” I closed my eyes and let my glamour fall away too. “And we are actually here investigating all the recent ghostly happenings, at the request of the college. So we need you to tell us everything you know.”

			“Oh . . . I see.” Leonora’s gaze was now trained on me, sizing me up. She didn’t seem particularly surprised at this revelation. “You better come in, then.” She held the door open and motioned for us to follow her into her cottage.

			Leonora’s cottage was the same layout as Richard’s, and much more spartan than I’d expected. I guessed I’d been imagining wall-to-wall clutter, maybe a bunch of ghost memorabilia?

			“Sit down,” Leonora commanded, gesturing to her generic beige couch. “And tell me exactly what you saw.”

			I exchanged a look with Aveda. There was still something off about this woman, something I inherently didn’t trust. Maybe it was because she’d treated Tess and the other students in the society so horribly. But she did know a lot about ghost shit at the college, and it seemed like she already had an idea of what this Richard business was all about. I took a deep breath and relayed only what I thought were the most essential facts—that I’d gone to Richard’s office and conversed with what appeared to be a ghost version of him. I left out the parts where I’d broken into his home, his office, and his laptop, and that he’d used his ghostly time with me to say a bunch of stuff that had caused me to have a total breakdown.

			“Oh . . .” Leonora nodded as I finished my story, her face growing paler by the minute. “Oh, dear. This means something very bad has happened. Very bad, indeed.”

			“What’s that?” Aveda said through gritted teeth, barely containing her impatience.

			Leonora sat back in her chair, staring into space. “Richard was up to some very dark things,” she finally said, drawing each word out slowly. “It all started when he . . . saw you.” She nodded at me.

			“I haven’t seen him since I dropped out,” I said, my brow furrowing. “I mean, not until a week ago.”

			“I mean he saw you in the media,” Leonora said, spitting out “media” like it was a dirty word. “He became obsessed. All he talked about was how you were off saving the world now, how you’d become this incredible woman—you’d finally fulfilled your potential, you were great. But for some reason, you’d married a ‘vacuous piece of arm candy’ who could not hope to be your intellectual equal.”

			“What a self-important ass,” Aveda muttered. “Nate has an embarrassing amount of advanced degrees—way more than Richard ever will.”

			“Yes, well.” Leonora gave us a tight smile. “As we all know, appearances can be deceiving. His obsession reached a point where all he could think of was winning you back, Evelyn.”

			“And you were okay with that?” Aveda said, drumming her fingers on the beige couch’s arm. “Why didn’t you dump his ass?”

			“Love is a mysterious thing,” Leonora said with a dramatic sigh. “I told him he was welcome to pursue you, if that’s what he really wanted. But until you showed any kind of reciprocation, I didn’t want he and I to part.”

			“So you were just going to wait around until—if—he got Evie out of his system?” Aveda snorted. “Sounds like a healthy relationship.”

			“Okay, so he got weirdly obsessed with me,” I said, trying to follow the story. “How did that lead to him messing with this ghost shit?”

			“He started researching all the demons you and Ms. Jupiter are always battling,” Leonora said. “And he thought some kind of supernatural spectacle could surely lure you back. You two make it your mission to save the world from such things, so it seemed to him like the most obvious route. So . . .” She frowned again, her eyes going unfocused as she called up the memories. “He started to research how demon portals work—or at least how they’ve worked in the past. He studied every paper he could get his hands on, every bit of research demonology scholars have put out—he even managed to access some highly classified documents containing information not readily available to the general public.”

			“Wait a minute.” I leaned forward in my seat, wanting to make sure I’d heard right. “Are you telling me Richard figured out how to open a demon portal?!”

			“Not exactly,” Leonora said. “But somehow he learned how to access bits of demon energy leaking into our world—and he used that energy to activate the campus ghosts who have haunted Morgan for decades.”

			“The demonic energy fusing with the paranormal,” I murmured. More confirmation that Tess’s and Julie’s theorizing had been correct.

			Tess had also said Julie was on the verge of something big, the reason the hauntings had changed—maybe she had been on the verge of discovering who was behind it all?

			“We’ve been hearing about a student,” I said, trying to broach the subject to Leonora without revealing too much. “Someone who was researching the most recent hauntings—”

			“You must mean Julie Vũ.” Leonora flashed me a brittle smile. “Too tenacious for her own good, that one. Like a dog with a bone, she just won’t let things go. I was already worried about Richard experimenting with the paranormal—it’s not something we should take lightly—”

			“Then why didn’t you stop him?” Aveda asked, frowning at Leonora.

			“I tried,” Leonora wailed, wringing her hands. “But he was determined, and his obsession with you was so great.” She nodded at me. “I thought maybe once he got you out of his system, he’d forget about the ghosts, too. Since the whole point of activating them was to get you here.”

			“But Julie suspected he was behind it,” I said slowly, the pieces coming together in my head. I remembered Tess saying that Julie had somehow gotten access to classified demon research documents—and Leonora had just revealed that Richard had, too. Had Richard stolen them from Julie? Or was it the other way around? “And she was . . . what? Trying to get proof? But there was more to it than that, wasn’t there . . .” I flashed back to the report I’d seen on Richard’s laptop. I still didn’t want to reveal too much to Leonora, but she had so much knowledge of what Richard had been up to these past few months—maybe she knew about this as well. “I know she’d filed a report on him with the college authorities, something about him not providing a proper learning environment?”

			“That’s right.” Leonora nodded. “Julie objected to his methods, the way he taught—which, frankly, is probably a bit dated for the modern student body. They don’t care much for his middle-aged man classics.” She shook her head, smiling fondly. I tried to hide my revulsion. “But I believe most students merely see him as an annoyance they can outgrow. Julie took it a step further. She thought he was harmful—especially after she began to suspect he was messing with paranormal forces.”

			“I agree with her,” I said, thinking back to the way he’d taught Dusk, how he’d treated Pippa. “But did the college pay attention to the complaint? I know Richard’s parents give them a big donation every year.”

			“That’s just it,” Leonora said. “Provost Glennon is used to covering up Richard’s . . . ah . . . lack of competence in certain areas. So she figured this was business as usual. She wasn’t expecting . . .” Leonora hesitated, the muscles in her jaw working. “She wasn’t expecting Julie Vũ to keep pushing. To try to get him fired. She filed report after report, she was putting together a piece for the school paper and threatening to go to the local media about cover-ups at Morgan . . .” Leonora shook her head. “Richard may have . . . leaned on Provost Glennon a bit,” Leonora continued. “Told her he’d make Julie and her threats go away if the provost would help him get you back here to investigate the ghostly incidents.”

			“So he used a ghost to attack Julie?” Aveda said, her eyes sparking with fury. “I told you, Evie, every time I learn something new about this man, he just gets worse and worse.”

			“Provost Glennon isn’t looking too great in this equation either,” I muttered. I turned back to Leonora. “Why didn’t you report anything, say something? You must have suspected what Richard was doing, especially after Julie was injured.”

			“I didn’t know for sure he was responsible!” Leonora said, her eyes filling with tears. “And I wanted to protect my students, my charges—that’s what I consider my primary responsibility. That’s why I banned Julie and then Tess from the society. I knew if they kept going, they’d only get hurt.” She buried her face in her hands, her body shaking with sobs. “I’ve failed so badly here, and now something’s happened to Richard—”

			“What do you think happened to him?” I said, holding myself back from saying the rest out loud. If what Aveda and I had theorized was true—then his “ghost” had been created by demonic energy fusing with his regrets over me.

			“It’s impossible to say,” Leonora said, wiping away tears. “But a Richard ghost is not part of Morgan’s known coterie of spirits—that would be a new ghost. So I am very concerned that his messing about with the paranormal finally got out of hand.”

			“Let’s keep trying to find human Richard,” Aveda said to me. “And maybe we can get Rose’s team to do an extra scan of the office.”

			“Sounds good,” I said, getting to my feet. “Leonora, thank you for sharing all of this with us—it was very helpful. I think it might be best if you stick around, don’t plan on going anywhere for the next few days. Just in case something else happens or we have more questions.”

			“I’m definitely staying for tonight’s big Halloween Courtyard Bash,” she said, wiping tears away. “It’s an honored tradition, and my students are so excited about it. But after that . . . well, I think I need to resign from my position here at the college. I didn’t protect my charges the way I wanted to, and now . . .” She swept a hand out, unable to complete her sentence.

			I nodded at her, not sure what to say. I settled for “take care.”

			But looking at her haunted, regretful expression, I knew that was far from enough.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			“WELL, IF RICHARD’S not a ghost already, I’m sure going to make him one,” I growled, stomping away from Leonora’s cottage. “I can’t believe he fucked around with ghosts and sent Julie to the hospital. And that the only reason he hasn’t been fired yet is that the college has been covering his ass all these years, thanks to a generous donation from Mommy and Daddy. When I find him, I . . . I will . . .” I trailed off, blowing out a long breath. Rage was threatening to consume me again, a hot blaze through my chest.

			“Evie.” Aveda put a hand on my shoulder and I stopped in my tracks, forcing myself to breathe. We’d re-glamoured ourselves, so Angelica’s face stared back at me as I turned to look at her.

			“Yes, I know,” I spat out. “I am mad for me, too, don’t worry—I’m mad for everyone that man has wronged.”

			“No, I mean . . . I was going to congratulate you on the rage,” Aveda said, her mouth tipping into a smile. “You’re really letting it flow.”

			“I am, aren’t I?” I said, drawing myself up tall. Now I really felt like I was glowing. “Let’s catch this fucker. I have so many questions. Like how do the reverse portals fit into all of this, was that also something Richard figured out how to do while he was studying demons and playing around with ghosts? Did he kidnap Pippa? God . . .”

			I took another deep breath, trying to make sense of it all. But I didn’t attempt to calm the rage. It felt good now, flowing through my veins, powering me forward. Scared Mouse Evie was now Pissed-Off Superheroine Evie and I liked that.

			“Where should we look for him?” Aveda said, her brows drawing together. “How else can we—”

			“Hey, guys.”

			We both yelped and whirled around to see Shelby Tran—who had somehow managed to sneak up on us during all of this very important Pissed-Off Superheroine discussion.

			“Hi, Shelby,” I said, trying to regain my composure. “Um, what’s up?”

			“I . . .” Her eyes shifted to Leonora’s cottage. “I was, um, looking for you.”

			“That’s . . . nice?” Aveda said, looking at her quizzically. “Why?”

			“I, um . . .” Her eyes shifted to the cottage again.

			What was going on with her? Had she been coming to see Leonora? That didn’t seem likely, given how odd and chilly their interaction had been at the ghost-hunting society meeting. But why had she come here if she was looking for us?

			“Shelby, we love you, but we’re kind of in the middle of some important TA business, honey,” I said gently. “What’s going on?”

			“I . . .” Shelby forced her eyes away from Leonora’s cottage, looking at the ground. “I need a costume.”

			We both blinked at her, not sure how to respond.

			“A Halloween costume,” she clarified. “For the Courtyard Bash tonight. And I need someone to help me find one.”

			“We’d love to,” Aveda said, studying her intently. “But now might not be the best time—”

			“I need to talk to you,” Shelby said more insistently, her head snapping up so she could look at us. Her eyes were more intense than usual, something like fear brewing in their depths. She took a step closer to us. “Off campus,” she hissed. “Away from . . . all of this.”

			Aveda and I exchanged a look—Shelby’s demeanor was unnerving me. She didn’t just seem upset, she seemed desperate. Like she knew something really, really bad was going to happen if she didn’t get that Halloween costume.

			“I’ll help you find a costume,” I said.

			“What?!” Aveda blurted out. “But . . .”

			I grabbed her arm and pulled her aside. Shelby turned and stared at Leonora’s house again, as if in a trance.

			“Something else is going on here,” I whispered, jerking my chin at Shelby. “Let me go with her, see if I can get it out of her. You try to track down Richard—maybe Scott can do a locator spell, go grab some of Richard’s possessions from the cottage. Somehow all these pieces fit together, we just have to figure out how.”

			“All right,” Aveda said, frowning in Shelby’s direction. “But if it turns out that all she actually needed was a Halloween costume and the two of you come back with matching Sexy SpongeBob outfits or something, I will be severely displeased.”

			“Jeez, of course not,” I said, rolling my eyes at her. “I’m much more of a Sexy Squidward anyway.”
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			I took Shelby to the best costuming source I knew—the Berkeley branch of my friend Shruti’s fabulous vintage boutique. Shruti had started off with a single tiny shop in San Francisco. A pop-up edition at Pussy Queen (yes, the same lingerie emporium with the demon portal on the floor) had grown her now-rabid fan base, and in the past year, she’d expanded to three new locations in all areas of the Bay.

			Her Berkeley shop was positively palatial compared to the minuscule store she’d started with. It was two stories, crammed top to bottom with beautiful vintage finds, all organized by era, color, and style. An entire rack on the bottom floor was devoted to outrageous Halloween-worthy garments, and as soon as we entered the shop, I dispatched Shelby to go paw through it.

			“Well, hello!” Shruti came bustling up to me, a bright smile lighting her face. Her gorgeous mane of black hair was twisted into an elaborate formation and piled on top of her head, and she was wearing a bright yellow satin frock with a nipped-in waist, a full skirt, and a glittery rhinestone-emblazoned collar. “I haven’t seen you in forever.” She swept me into a fierce hug, then pulled back, studying me. “Look at you, girl, you’re—”

			“Do not say glowing,” I said, laughing. “I know that’s not true.”

			“I disagreeeee!” Shruti trilled, linking her arm through mine. “But actually I was going to comment on this new glamour Scott has going on. It’s nice. Subtle.”

			“Don’t forget to call me Eliza in front of Shelby,” I said, motioning to the girl, who was all the way across the shop, out of earshot. She was scrutinizing a long, black gown on the Halloween rack. “I have a cover to maintain.”

			“Of course,” Shruti said, guiding me over to the rack. “This new mission you and Aveda are on sounds very exciting—and I love any chance to provide costuming.” She gave me a conspiratorial wink.

			“Finding anything, Shelby?” I asked, as we approached the girl.

			“Uh, yeah, I guess these?” Shelby held up a messy pile of clothes she’d amassed.

			“Wonderful, let’s get you into a dressing room!” Shruti said, taking the clothes from her.

			Shruti guided us to the back area of the shop, which featured a row of dressing rooms and a collection of funky flowered couches—perfect for a little fashion show.

			I plunked myself down on one of the flowered couches and waited. Shruti stayed standing, occasionally glancing toward the front of the shop for new customers.

			“Ooh!” Shruti said, when Shelby emerged moments later, clad in a brightly colored mini dress with a pattern of interlocking, psychedelic swirls. “That’s vintage Pucci, can you believe someone wanted to part with such a precious baby? So cute, so mod. Tease your hair up and add some go-go boots and you’ve got a costume.”

			“Mmm, I don’t know,” Shelby murmured, tugging at the hem. “It’s a lot shorter than what I usually wear.”

			“I think it’s perfect,” Shruti said, waving a hand. “Oops! Looks like I have a new wave of customers. If you’ll excuse me . . .”

			She bustled off to the front of the store.

			“Why don’t you look in the mirror?” I encouraged Shelby. “You really do look fantastic.”

			Shelby shuffled over to the mirror, pulling self-consciously at the dress with every step. I pushed myself up from the flowered couch and joined her, both of us scrutinizing her reflection.

			“Maybe with a pair of big hoop earrings?” I said. “Accessorizing is more Angelica’s forte than mine, but I bet she’d help.”

			Shelby didn’t respond, just kept fiddling with the dress, turning this way and that. Hmm. If I just straight-up demanded that she tell me what was going on, she’d probably bolt. But what was with this charade of picking out a Halloween costume?

			“Remember, you’ll probably want to wear tights under it anyway,” I blathered, deciding to just go with it for now. “The Courtyard Bash is outside and it’ll be cold tonight.”

			“Good point,” Shelby murmured, her eyes narrowing as she zeroed in on a tiny piece of lint on the dress, then picked it off.

			We stood there in awkward silence for a few moments as she picked a few more pieces of lint off the dress—some of them nonexistent. It felt like we were frozen in a very mundane moment, unsure of what to do next. I couldn’t help but feel that whatever I said next was very important, and would either take me a step closer to unlocking the truth about everything . . . or would shut that door forever.

			“Shelby,” I finally said softly. “Honey, you know you can talk to me, right? About anything. I want to help you however I can.”

			“I . . .” She looked at the floor, then met my gaze in the mirror, her expression growing more serious as she seemed to come to a decision. “You can’t trust Leonora—Professor Quinn,” she said baldly, her voice getting stronger with every word.

			“Can you tell me why?” Aveda would be jumping out of her skin at this point, demanding answers. “I’ll listen, I promise. And I’ll believe you, Shelby. You don’t have to worry about that.”

			“She . . .” Shelby grimaced, tugging at the hem of the dress again. “She and I were at the same, um, school. Before this. She was actually kind of my faculty advisor.”

			“Oh, really?” I kept my voice neutral, even as my heartbeat spiked a little. Was this why there had been such a weird vibe between Shelby and Leonora at the ghost society meeting?

			“I was kinda like her protégé?” Shelby screwed her face up, as if trying to decide if this was the right way of putting it. “She taught me a lot. But then I wanted to, um, change my major. And she got angry at me.”

			“What happened?” I honestly had no idea what Shelby was going to say next, but my heartbeat sped up even more, convinced I was on the brink of something big.

			“She . . . I guess you could say she blackballed me. At that college,” Shelby said. “I couldn’t seem to get a new advisor, my major change paperwork kept getting mysteriously lost. All my friends stopped talking to me. So I decided to transfer.”

			“Didn’t Leonora start teaching at Morgan before you transferred in?” I asked, trying to follow her story. “Why did you want to go where she was going?”

			“Um, yes,” Shelby said hastily, tugging at the hem of her dress again, her eyes going to the floor. “My transfer paperwork was held up. Because of Professor Quinn. By the time it went through, I’d already committed to Morgan. I had to go. And then I found out she was here, too.”

			She met my eyes in the mirror again. Her expression was pleading, desperate. She knew there were things about her story that didn’t add up, but she needed me to believe her. And some part of it was true, I could see that very clearly. How had Leonora and Shelby ended up at the same campus, after all that? It was way too much of a coincidence.

			“Why not report her?” I kept my voice soft and gentle, trying to convey that I was on her side. “That doesn’t sound like the behavior of a reputable professor.”

			“I-I know,” Shelby stuttered. “But she knows things about me. I . . . I did some stuff at my last school and she kind of helped me out of a jam and ever since I’ve been at Morgan, she’s threatened to expose me and I just can’t—” She stopped abruptly, her voice catching as tears filled her eyes.

			“Okay—it’s okay,” I said soothingly. “Come on, let’s sit down on one of these nice couches and talk this out.”

			I led her over to the squashiest of the floral couches and we sat down together. She kept toying with the hem of the dress, picking at loose threads.

			“Shelby,” I said, trying to get her to meet my eyes. “I know there are things you’re not telling me—I want to help you, I want you to be okay. I want everything in the world for you. But you have to talk to me. Please.”

			She raised her eyes, searching my face, her lower lip trembling. Then she burst into tears.

			“Oh no, honey . . .” I murmured. I pulled her into my arms and she collapsed against me, explosive sobs wracking her body. “We’ll fix whatever it is,” I murmured, stroking her shaggy hair. “You can trust me.” That only made her cry harder, so I just kept stroking her hair, making soothing little noises.

			“P-Pippa,” she finally snuffled out, her face pressed against my shoulder.

			“What about Pippa?” I coaxed, pulling back and resting my hands on her arms.

			“Sh-she . . . I’m worried about her,” she whimpered, scrubbing at her nose with the sleeve of Shruti’s beautiful dress. I tried not to wince, keeping my expression open, listening. “Leonora knows she’s my only friend and when Pips disappeared, I just thought . . .” Her face crumpled again, and she scrubbed more vigorously at her nose with her dress sleeve. An excess of snot now decorated those beautiful Pucci swirls.

			“You thought Leonora had something to do with it?” I frowned, trying to work it out.

			She nodded emphatically. “I-I don’t know how. But Leonora knows I care about Pippa and . . . and . . . it’s only a matter of time before . . .” She burst into tears again, pressing her face against her much-abused dress sleeve.

			“Shelby,” I began—then I paused, gnawing at my lower lip. A hazy wisp of an idea was floating around the back of my brain, I just couldn’t quite figure out how to verbalize it. “I know this is difficult to talk about, but . . . do you think Leonora had anything to do with the courtyard ghost coming after you? Since the ghost seemed to know so much about you personally, all your fears and worries?”

			“I . . . I don’t know,” she whimpered. “Maybe.”

			I paused as Shelby continued sobbing, running a soothing hand down her back. Was Leonora working with Richard? She’d seemed genuinely devastated by the whole affair. And their potential motives, on the surface anyway, seemed unrelated. Leonora had said Richard wanted me back, and Ghost Richard had indicated that Shelby and all the other haunting victims were chosen because their specific circumstances would hit me especially hard. Meanwhile, Shelby was saying Leonora wanted to get back at her for whatever she’d done at her old school. Could Richard and Leonora have joined forces to take care of all of these things at once?

			“I don’t understand,” Shelby murmured, almost to herself. “Why didn’t she just keep coming for me? Why did she go after other people?” She shook her head. “I would’ve run from that courtyard ghost every night if that would’ve meant she stayed away from Pips. I mean, I even tried to listen to what the courtyard ghost was telling me, I didn’t run at first. Not until it seemed like she was going to run me over with her fucking horses. And then I went back the next night, but she didn’t show, and then . . .” She took in a great gulp of air and blew her nose loudly on the sleeve of Shruti’s dress.

			“Wait a minute,” I said, trying not to think about all the damage that poor dress was enduring. “You stopped for a moment and . . . listened to the ghost? You didn’t mention that when we talked before, at the Mara Dash party.”

			“Yeah.” Shelby nodded. “I thought . . . well, I dunno what I thought, it was early, I was still kinda soaking in the adrenaline from crew practice. But it seemed like she really wanted me to hear her.”

			“You listened to her,” I murmured. For some reason, I was stuck on that. It seemed like such a small thing, and yet . . . wasn’t that what the woman who had become the courtyard ghost had wanted from the men in her wagon train, the ones who had completely ignored her? Shelby had given it to her so freely, even though she was being ambushed by a terrifying supernatural creature.

			“Do you remember anything else about that night?” I said.

			“I . . . I don’t know,” she snapped, looking overwhelmed. “I just know that all this bad stuff started happening after that and . . . I . . . I wish I’d never come to Morgan!” She burst into tears again.

			“Shelby . . .” I said gently, reaching for her.

			“No, stop—I can’t. I’m sorry, I just can’t.” She leapt to her feet, still sobbing, and bolted for the door.

			“Dammit—wait!” I yelled, scrambling up from the squashy couch.

			But she was already out the door, running away. I cursed myself for not having the power of super speed.

			“Everything all right?” Shruti said, popping her head around the corner. “I mean, obviously not, but . . .” She trailed off, watching as Shelby tore down the street. Wearing her beautiful vintage dress with the now-destroyed sleeve.

			“Yeah, not really.” I heaved a mighty sigh, and watched Shelby’s bright form get smaller and smaller in the distance. “I’ll pay for the dress, obviously.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			“I CAN’T BELIEVE we’re doing this.” Aveda frowned in the mirror as she pulled her hair into its signature power ponytail.

			“What? It’s kinda fun.” I stepped into mirror view next to her and grinned. “And you know, Angelica and Eliza would totally go as Aveda Jupiter and Evie Tanaka for Halloween. That’s just science.”

			“As a science major, I take offense at your cavalier tone,” Aveda sniffed. She adjusted her ponytail and studied our reflections. “But I suppose this is kind of hilarious.”

			It had only been a few hours since Shelby had run away from me, and we were preparing for the Halloween Courtyard Bash. I’d tried to get ahold of Shelby in the intervening hours, to no avail.

			We’d decided to wear the official Evie and Aveda costumes Scott had sent over. With our glamours in place, the effect was downright eerie. Our real costumes were the ones we were wearing under the actual costumes. Of ourselves.

			“I’ll probably talk about this next time in therapy,” I said, plucking at my cartoon duck shirt. “But for now, we should get out there.”

			“Let’s do it,” Aveda said, putting on her game face. Or maybe it was Angelica’s game face. Whatever. “I’m still mad I spent all afternoon looking for Richard, and nothing—even with Scott’s locator spells. So now we’re keeping an eye out for Richard and Leonora and Shelby. Anyone else?”

			“Hopefully not,” I said. “Untangling the lies all three of them have told us is more than enough to deal with—oh . . .”

			Suddenly, I was doubled over, the sensation of pins and needles running up my arms as sharp pain stabbed at my abdomen.

			And then I was on the floor.

			“Evie!” Aveda was at my side immediately, her face panicked. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?!”

			“I . . . I don’t know,” I gasped, clutching my stomach. The pain had been fast and brutal, a quick, decisive stab to the gut. Then it had just evaporated. “There was pain and now . . . now I feel totally normal. Maybe it was a cramp or a new pregnancy complication or . . .”

			“We need to call Doctor Goo,” Aveda declared, her brow creasing. “Maybe take you to the hospital, just to make sure—”

			“No,” I said, cradling my stomach, on high alert for more pain. “I mean, not yet, okay? Annie, we’re so close to figuring out what’s happening here at Morgan—I can feel it. And we’re the only ones really protecting these students, considering all the shady administrators and lying faculty we’ve come up against. No one else is totally on their side. No one. We—I have to help them. Please.”

			“Okay,” Aveda said, her eyes still full of worry. “But I’m keeping very close watch on you, and if I notice anything out of the ordinary—anything—we’re leaving. No arguing. Please, Evie.”

			“Of course,” I said, squeezing her hand. I paused for a moment, letting myself breathe—but there was no more pain. Maybe it had simply been a weird cramp or something. “Look at you, being all mushy. You gotta get in character as the commanding, imperious, altogether confident Aveda Jupiter.”

			“Ugh. Even Aveda Jupiter gets tired of being Aveda Jupiter sometimes.” She grimaced and squeezed my hand back. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”
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			“Wow.” Aveda’s gaze swept over the courtyard. “This is quite the scene—a little more happenin’ than the cheese platters of the reunion, eh?”

			I nodded, drinking it all in. The Morgan Halloween Courtyard Bash was yet another tradition I had no context for since I’d never been able to attend. There were twinkle lights in the trees again, but these were all orange and black—very festive. Long tables lined with pumpkins were set up with papier-mâché cornucopias stuffed full of candy and other treats. Some kind of “mist” drifted over the proceedings, perhaps piped in from a dry ice machine. But the crowning achievement of the event was most certainly the crowd of students, all done up in jaw-droppingly elaborate costumes. There were Sailor Scouts and Pokémon and witches of every kind, a colorful mass that made the courtyard look more alive than I’d ever seen it. Night was settling in, the stars coming into view. It was cold, but festive.

			“Look,” I said, nudging Aveda. “I think I see someone else in an Aveda Jupiter costume.”

			“What?!” she said, perking up. “Ooh! Perhaps I can assemble my army of Avedas after all.”

			“What a sight that would be,” I said, chuckling. “Shall we split up, cover double the ground?”

			“Um . . .” Her expression turned hesitant, her gaze going to my stomach.

			“I’m fine—for real this time,” I said gently. “And if I’m suddenly not, I’ll yell real loud.”

			“All right,” she conceded, her eyes still locked on my stomach. “Yell with all your might. In the meantime . . .” Her gaze flicked up, scanning the crowd. “I think I see Shelby over there. Do you want to try to go talk to her? I can look for Leonora and Richard.”

			“Sounds good,” I said, following her gaze. I thought I saw a quick flash of shaggy hair and Pucci print, then it disappeared behind a gaggle of girls in Slytherin school uniforms. “I’m surprised, though. Usually when we have a solid lead, you want to handle it yourself.”

			Aveda shrugged. “You have a way with Shelby—with all of these kids, really. I think you’ll get better results out of her than I will.”

			“We’ll see,” I said. “I’m not feeling super confident after today’s costume shopping adventure.”

			I managed to get Shelby in my sights again—she was hard to miss in all those bright colors. She was hunched over one of the cornucopias, picking through the candy avalanche. I left Aveda to search for Richard and Leonora and aimed myself toward the girl in the loud Pucci dress.

			“Shelby?” I said her name softly, hoping not to scare her.

			She whipped around, eyes shifting back and forth. She’d literally been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Er, candy cornucopia.

			“I’m sorry about the dress!” she blurted out. Her words sounded garbled—probably because her mouth was stuffed full of candy. I sternly ordered myself not to smile, even though it was kind of funny.

			“It’s all right,” I said, taking a tentative step toward her. I felt like I was approaching a skittish wild animal. I really didn’t want her to bolt from me again. “Forget about the dress, I just want you to talk to me.”

			“I . . . I . . .” She crammed another handful of candy into her mouth and seemed to gulp it down without chewing. Then she leaned in, her eyes wide and terrified. “I’m a ghost.”

			“What?!” I shook my head, taking a step back from her. She threw me an injured look, still chewing away on a mixture of candy corn and Starburst. “Sorry,” I said hastily. “I . . . that is not what I was expecting you to say.”

			Shelby grimaced at me, backing away and grabbing another handful of candy. She was giving me a Gollum vibe. “Never mind. I was joking. Ha ha. Now I have to—”

			“You weren’t joking,” I said firmly, resting a hand on her shoulder. Frustration was clawing at my insides. Why was she pulling away from me so hard? Something was clearly wrong, and if she’d just tell me what it was . . . but what did she mean she was a ghost? “Talk to me. I’ll listen, I promise.”

			“I . . .” Shelby fiddled with the candy in her hand, playing with the crinkly plastic wrappers. She met my eyes and studied me, looking like she was trying to come to a decision. Then a weird sense of calm seemed to settle over her—that stillness I’d noticed the night of the dorm party. “This is all my fault,” she finally said, her tone measured and even. “But I’m going to make it right. I have to make it right.”

			And with that, she turned and took off.

			“Shelby . . .” I shook my head in frustration as she ran away from me for the second time today, those bright Pucci colors bobbing through the crowd.

			I started after her—then was stopped in my tracks by another searing jolt of pain, a knife stabbing straight into my abdomen.

			“Fuck,” I breathed, leaning back against the cornucopia table for support. I closed my eyes, and a million dots of light danced in front of them.

			I needed to talk to Shelby.

			I needed to find Aveda.

			I needed to yell.

			I needed to . . . to . . .

			I took a deep breath, forcing myself to focus on one thing at a time. I pushed myself up from the table, and scanned the crowd. I’d lost Shelby again. I started to elbow my way through, shoving my way past clusters of princesses and Pokémon. The sickly sweet scent of candy corn mingled with savory notes of hot, spiced apple cider floating through the air, making me feel like I was trapped in some sort of Halloween bubble. I took another breath, trying to banish the nausea that was threading its way through my stomach.

			Pain stabbed at me again, making my vision go hazy.

			“Ughhhhhhh.” I stumbled backward, clutching my stomach.

			“Evie?” Suddenly, Aveda was by my side, steadying me with one hand on my elbow and the other on my back. Her glamour was fully intact, and Angelica’s eyes were gazing at me with extreme concern. “You said you’d yell. That was not yelling.”

			“Yeah, did not anticipate how hard it would be to follow through with my yelling plans once it started feeling like someone was stabbing me in the gut. But listen, we have to find Shelby.”

			Aveda scanned the crowd, her eyebrows drawing together. “I don’t—”

			She was cut off by the orange and black twinkle lights suddenly shutting off, plunging us into total darkness.

			A hush fell over the crowd.

			The clock tower chimed, its deep bong reverberating through the entire campus.

			Then the screaming started.

			“Students, please!” I heard Provost Glennon yell over the din. “Everything’s fine, we’re having some technical difficulties!”

			“No,” I murmured. “That’s not right. She’s lying again. Something really bad is about to happen. I can feel it.” I couldn’t explain how or why I knew this—I just did. Dread curled low in my gut, a cold hand squeezing my insides until I could barely breathe. “Annie. We need to—”

			“There’s Shelby!” Aveda interrupted, gesturing to the other side of the courtyard.

			I whipped around and saw a brightly colored blotch shuffling into—

			“The library,” I breathed out. “Why is she going into the library?”

			Even as I said these words out loud . . . somewhere deep inside of me, I already knew the answer. I just couldn’t quite get it to cohere into something clear and understandable, something that would end whatever was happening once and for all.

			But I definitely knew what I had to do next.

			I’d come back to Morgan College to close the door on the past, but I’d been going out of my way to avoid it, to pretend like it didn’t bother me. To act like Scared Mouse Evie had been left so far in the dust, she didn’t even exist anymore.

			But she was still there, buried deep inside of me. And she’d begged me to never set foot in the library again. Now my present was sending me on a direct collision course with my past and I finally had to face everything I was still so terrified of.

			I had to save Shelby—whatever she had gotten herself into. I had to save the students of Morgan—so they could have the futures they were dreaming of one day. And I had to save the school from whatever evil Richard had set free.

			“Come on,” I said, straightening my spine and nodding at Aveda. “Let’s go to the fucking library.”
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			Aveda and I made our best attempt to enter the library build site stealthily. I had no idea what Shelby was up to, but I didn’t want to risk scaring her off again. The construction site was appropriately haunted house-esque. The entrance was covered with thick plastic sheeting, and the actual structure was still a skeleton of plywood draped in even more plastic sheeting, waiting for the rest of its blood and guts and organs to fill in. The roof wasn’t done yet, so Aveda and I were lit by the moon shining down on us as we crept through the piles of rubble littering the floor.

			As soon as I set foot on the not-quite-finished floor, I felt a stab of déjà vu so powerful, I nearly fell over. Sensations from that fateful day when I’d burned it all down came flooding back. I remembered my back hurting from the stack of heavy tomes I’d stuffed into my bag, the cool fall air whispering over my skin. I remembered how I’d been running through my mental to-do list, cataloging all the things I still needed to accomplish. I had to return books, check out new ones, prep for several papers, call to switch some shifts around at my campus jobs, stop by the store and get Bea’s peanut butter, make sure we had laundry quarters, pay the electric bill, check my bank account to see if there was actually enough money for said electric bill—

			And then I’d seen Richard and Ms. Clarion and it had all just . . . stopped.

			The constant churn of my mental to-do list had quieted for the first time in maybe ever.

			All I’d felt was that unadulterated, undeniable rage.

			“There someone’s over there,” Aveda hissed, interrupting my stroll down memory lane. She nodded toward the very back of the skeleton building—the dark depths where even the moon couldn’t illuminate much. But if you stared long enough, the tiniest movements were evident, disrupting the shadows and making the curtains of plastic sheeting rustle. All that sheeting almost looked like some kind of cartoon representation of ghosts, the classic bedsheets with cut-out holes for eyes and mouths.

			I tried to brush aside the creepiness and focus on recapturing that rage I’d felt so long ago.

			“Let’s get closer,” I whispered.

			We shuffled toward the moving shadows, doing our best to navigate around the rubble. Aveda motioned for me to duck behind a wide, wooden beam with her. We peered into the still of the dark, and a shiver ran up my spine—it felt like we were willing something to happen. Trying to get those little movements to appear.

			“Look . . . there,” Aveda murmured, jerking her chin toward a specific spot in the darkness.

			I homed in on the area she was pointing to: there were definitely at least two figures shuffling around in the shadows. Maybe more.

			The sheeting rustled again, as if sending us a warning.

			We crept toward the movement, both of us tensed up, on high alert. Adrenaline blazed through my system, and I breathed deeply—I wanted rage to overtake my fear, but I also didn’t want to do something rash or trip over an errant stack of construction detritus.

			“I told you—I’m done,” a voice hissed.

			Aveda and I froze in our tracks, our gazes trained on the shadows. The voice was pitched low, but it was so eerily quiet in this half-finished skeleton building, it seemed to echo up to that exposed patch of sky above us.

			“You’re done when we’ve finished our mission,” another voice hissed back. “I’ve told you that from the beginning. And I don’t know how you keep managing to forget this, but: I made you, my dear.”

			“Ladies, ladies—let’s not argue. We can all still get what we want.”

			Aveda and I exchanged a glance. There was no mistaking that self-satisfied tone. Especially since he didn’t bother to lower his voice.

			“Richard?!” Aveda mouthed. I shrugged. It was definitely Richard. And he sounded very much alive.

			“But what you guys want isn’t what I want,” the first voice—the one who had been “done”—said, getting louder. I was pretty sure I recognized that voice, too: Shelby. Protesting whatever Richard was trying to do. “And I need you to listen to me on this—really listen. Because—”

			“Ow, god—fuck!” Another debilitating stab of pain ripped the words from my throat, cutting Shelby off. I fell to my knees, cradling my stomach. I couldn’t breathe, and gasped for mouthfuls of air, trying to keep myself sort of upright. I felt Aveda crouch down next to me, her hand going to my back.

			And then, the room was flooded with light—all of it shining on the voices that had been shrouded in shadow.

			Shelby was there, still clad in her colorful dress, her eyes sparking with anger.

			Richard was there, looking even more smug than usual.

			And stepping in front of them, tossing her rainbow hair over her shoulder, was the source of the light. Leonora Quinn.

			She somehow looked brighter than usual, like she was wearing an Instagram filter over her entire body. Light emanated from her, as if she was sporting an angelic aura. Her hair shone under the moonlight, her eyes gleamed. And her smile was so white, it seemed unearthly.

			She took a step toward Aveda and me, reaching a hand out.

			“I knew you’d come,” she said, beaming. “I felt it—so deep in my bones.”

			“Stay back!” Aveda snarled, holding up a hand.

			“Oh, now, now,” Leonora said, giving us a faux-regretful look. “I only want to help. That’s all I’ve ever wanted—to help Ms. Tanaka finally say good-bye to the past so she can have the future she wants.”

			“You don’t know what I want,” I gasped, clutching my stomach and trying to breathe through the pain.

			Leonora cocked her head to the side, her unearthly smile widening. “Oh, yes, I do. You want to give me your baby.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			“I MOST CERTAINLY do not want that,” I managed to snarl.

			“Oh, Evelyn.” Richard gloated at me. “Why can’t you admit this to yourself, even now? This is just like when you dropped out—admit that you can’t handle everything, that you’re too weak, too damaged.”

			“Stay away from her,” Aveda growled, leaping to her feet and positioning her body in front of me.

			“No need to get aggressive, Ms. Jupiter,” Leonora said, waving a benevolent hand. “I believe we can come to a mutually beneficial agreement.” She smiled down at me, her eyes glittering. “But rest assured, if you try anything while I’m explaining my terms to Ms. Tanaka, I will hurt her. And her baby.”

			She flicked her wrist my way and I felt another pulse of pain—not as intense as the others. More like a warning.

			“Talk,” Aveda said through gritted teeth.

			“Of course,” Richard said, resting a hand on Leonora’s shoulder. “This all started when I decided I had to win Evie back, that she was my destiny—”

			“Oh, shut up,” Shelby blurted out. She was lurking behind them, looking unsure about how to proceed. “That’s not where it started and you know it.”

			“Indeed,” Leonora said, sending Shelby a condescending smile. “Everything started way before Richard became fixated on you, Ms. Tanaka. I’d been biding my time in the Otherworld, just waiting for a lovely opportunity to explore the human realm. We’ve heard so much about you. Ever since you sent Princess Shasta back.”

			“Shasta’s still alive?” I said, putting a protective hand on my stomach. “And hold up: you’re a demon?”

			“But of course I am,” Leonora said, her smile widening. “You could sense something superior in me immediately, no? I am one of Princess Shasta’s most trusted courtiers, her closest confidante. Or at least that’s what I’ve become ever since she returned to us. As you know, she’d tried unsuccessfully to return to the Otherworld many times, but your little push through the portal is what ended up doing it. Of course she was badly injured for a while, but you know Princess Shasta—she’s a survivor.”

			“Wait . . .” I shook my head, trying to force myself to focus. “Those underground demon groups were . . . were right?” I managed, thinking back to the conversation I’d had with Nate when we’d started this mission. “And Nate’s dreams . . .”

			“I have been trying to help Princess Shasta with innovative ways of visiting her son!” Leonora beamed. “You see, my power allows me to transport myself to different locations in the Otherworld in the blink of an eye, and I’d been trying for ages to transport myself to Earth. I’ve always been an experimenter.” She chuckled to herself, but no one else was laughing. “Once the walls between our world and yours started to rub thin in spots, I realized I could sort of do that—I could project myself over. A version of myself, anyway.” She gestured to her rainbow-haired human form. “My actual body is still in the Otherworld. And I was able to help Princess Shasta project her voice into her son’s subconscious thoughts, even though she’s in the Otherworld as well.”

			“But how did you go from experimenting with projections to messing with ghost demons?” Aveda demanded, exchanging a look with me. Her look told me she was trying to buy time while figuring a way out of this. I gave her a slight nod—I was doing the same thing.

			“That was due to my darling Richard,” Leonora said, gazing at him fondly. I resisted the urge to gag. “He did want you back very badly, my dear—ever since you started making headlines as a superheroine, since you became truly great. I was working on projecting myself into your realm and I accidentally projected myself into his bedroom.” She lowered her eyelashes girlishly. “He was shocked at first, of course, but we got to talking, and then I saw that . . . ah . . . thing on his wall, the photo collage dedicated to you. And I realized you were the girl Princess Shasta was always talking about. The one who stole her son.”

			“Wow, talk about an unreliable narrator,” I muttered.

			“Richard and I concocted a plan—supernatural incidents that would prove irresistible to you,” Leonora continued. “I was able to provide actual demonic energy, direct from the Otherworld source—that’s how we activated the ghosts on campus. Including our very first demon-powered ghost.”

			She threw a loving look at Shelby, who looked like she wanted to sink into the floor.

			“So you are a ghost?” I said to her.

			“Sort of?” she yelped, throwing up her hands. “I began as these excess bits of paranormal energy, feelings people had left behind. Nothing big enough to be a full-on ghost, but I caused a lot of little unexplained oddities. Made the light switches around here malfunction. Caused all those weird noises you hear late at night. And then once fused with demon energy, I became . . .” She gestured to her Pucci-clad form. “. . . this.”

			“And she was supposed to help us in our quest,” Leonora said, throwing Shelby the stink-eye. “Instead she ended up making a weak human friend and enjoying campus life too much. So I activated the courtyard ghost, because I knew Shelby would walk directly into its path—and I gave the ghost the exact words to say to her.”

			“But then the ghost disappeared,” I said, working it out. “Because Shelby . . .” I studied Shelby, who was tugging at the hem of her dress again. “Shelby listened to the ghost. Even if you gave the ghost the words, the actual sentiment . . . that was all the wagon woman’s. All her bitterness and regret. Shelby helped the ghost take care of its regrets, its unfinished business. And that’s what helped it pass over. Which you weren’t counting on, were you?”

			“The ghostly energy you have here on Earth is unpredictable,” Leonora sniffed. “I thought once we activated each ghost, they’d keep haunting until we decided they were no longer needed. But that’s not what happened. They were not . . . entirely under our control.”

			“Did you kidnap Pippa to threaten Shelby?” Aveda asked.

			“We thought she needed to be reminded of whose side she was on, who gave her life,” Leonora said. Shelby looked at the floor.

			“So you also created these reverse portals,” I said. “Like the one that took Pippa.”

			“Of course I did,” Leonora crowed, clapping her hands together like I’d just gotten an answer correct in class. “Another one of my experiments I was able to try out once I projected myself into your realm. Aren’t they something? Handy for so many things. And I’m really perfecting them—true, we couldn’t hold wee Pippa indefinitely and we didn’t manage to completely snap up Julie Vũ—”

			“How does Julie fit into all of this?” I said, exchanging another look with Aveda. I was pretty sure we already knew this part, but we had to keep Leonora blabbing. “I know she was investigating Richard for his terrible teaching, but how did she get so entangled?”

			“Like I said to you before, warriors, Julie was like a dog with a bone,” Leonora sniffed. “As part of her investigation of Richard, she hacked into his laptop, his files—everything. And she found his paranormal research—”

			“I had managed to get my hands on quite a few classified demonology documents,” Richard said, puffing up. “With Leonora’s help. Julie saw all of those—”

			“And she realized you were up to a lot of really bad shit,” I growled. My mind was racing; this must be why Julie had reacted to me the way she did right before she’d passed out in my arms. She’d become sort of an expert on all things Richard. “So she joined the ghost-hunting society, tried to see if she could figure it all out before you did and take you down—and you sent the theater ghost after her. Tried to reverse portal her. You hurt her.”

			“It was really the ghost who did that,” he said with a maddening shrug. “True, I may have . . . facilitated some of it by putting a document about the theater ghost appearing at a certain time right where she would find it.”

			“And you became the faculty advisor for the ghost-hunting society because you knew they were onto you,” I said, turning to Leonora. “Even with Julie Vũ out of the way, there are students like Tess who aren’t content to just passively watch the spirits or whatever. You thought you could control them if you were in charge.”

			“Provost Glennon was so helpful with that,” Leonora gloated. “Richard leaned on her to make that happen, it was just so lovely. That poor woman doesn’t know anything of our supernatural adventures, of course—she thought he was accomplishing these ‘hauntings’ with some kind of special effects. All she really knows is she has to keep Richard happy and Julie Vũ quiet.”

			“But . . .” I rubbed my stomach, terrified to ask the next question. “What does any of this have to do with my baby?”

			Leonora beamed at me. “I’m so glad you asked—this is the best part! When I first saw your pictures on Richard’s wall, my only plan was to lure you here so you and Richard could get back together—and I’d be able to save Nathaniel from your grimy human clutches and return him to his mother. But when we saw the news that you were pregnant, I realized I could get my Princess something even better.” She took a step toward me and I felt Aveda tense up. “Because, young warrior, I am fairly certain your baby is the key. The key to finally making the bridge between our worlds complete.”

			Panic seized my chest and I felt like I was about to black out. I forced myself to keep breathing.

			“How?” Aveda spat out. “How does that work? How do you even know—”

			“Oh, we must save some of our secrets for another time,” Leonora said, shaking a scolding finger at us. “But trust me, I know this will work. It will be my most successful experiment yet.”

			“That’s why so many of the hauntings were things you would be able to relate to, Evelyn,” Richard piped up. “I know what draws you. We were even able to make the ghostly version of me happen, because I knew you just would not be able to resist that.”

			“Richard’s told me so much about you, warrior,” Leonora said, her voice becoming gentle. “How much you struggled, how much you were hurting during your time here. How you failed, even though you were trying so hard.” She took another step toward me and knelt down, so we were at eye level. “If you have this baby, you’ll only fail again. You know that. I can see it on your face, plain as day.” She smiled. “Let me take it. It will be with family—with Princess Shasta. Well taken care of. And you won’t have to become the terrible mother you’re so scared of becoming. You won’t have to hurt your own child. I’ll even leave Nathaniel with you. Once we have your child, we’ll have no need of him—so you’ll be saving him as well.”

			“I . . .” I paused, tears filling my eyes. Everything she was saying . . . it was exactly what I’d been thinking, worrying about, agonizing over. I wasn’t strong enough for this. I knew that. I’d fought so hard to stay in grad school, and ultimately I’d caused nothing but disaster in my wake. Did I really want to fight for this and end up ruining my baby—maybe ruining everything—for life?

			“Think of how much better things would have been if you could have done that for your sister,” Leonora continued. “How much better off she would have been. How she would have found her way so much sooner.” She leaned in close, her grin becoming extra toothy. “Do you really want to ruin another child like that? Just because you were so selfish, you couldn’t admit to yourself that you’re weak?”

			“Shut up!” Aveda snarled. She cast a worried look my way. “Evie, don’t listen to her!”

			“I . . .” Tears were streaming down my face now. All I could think of was how helpless I’d felt that night with Bea and the peanut butter. How worthless. How weak.

			Leonora was right.

			“Well, I’m certainly not listening to this!” Aveda cried, raising her hands. I saw her looking around, probably trying to find something very heavy she could use her telekinesis to drop on Leonora’s head.

			“Oh, no,” Leonora said, frowning at Aveda. Her brows drew together, her face creasing with concentration.

			And then Aveda crumpled to the floor, screaming in pain.

			“My projection power has some very interesting elements,” Leonora gloated. “Think of this as a demonstration, Ms. Tanaka—this is me, projecting my powerful mental grasp into your womb. This is how I’ll pull your baby out of you. And if you’re not willing to listen to the very reasonable arguments I’m putting forth, well . . .” She flicked a wrist at Aveda and Aveda screamed louder. “Perhaps you’ll be willing to save your friend.”

			“No.” Aveda’s fingers scrabbled across the space between us and clutched mine. “Don’t give her the baby, Evie. Think of Nate, too—he wouldn’t want this! And neither do you, not deep down. Do. Not—”

			CRASH

			Aveda was cut off by a loud, violent noise, and then suddenly we were plunged into complete darkness. Leonora’s glowing aura vanished. I looked up at the unfinished roof, but now it looked like it was covered—no moonlight, no stars, just total black.

			“Oh, dear!” Richard piped up. I blinked, trying to get the shapes around me to come into focus. “That must be the library ghost! We haven’t been able to activate it yet—not for lack of trying, but it’s a newer spirit, not much information out there on it really—”

			“Shut up, Richard,” Shelby said, her voice weary.

			Aveda squeezed her fingers around mine, then pulled my hand very slightly, a silent cue: Let’s get out of here.

			Staying crouched low to the ground, we both started to crawl our way toward the plastic sheeting covering the exit—or what we thought was the exit. I felt along the floor, trying to navigate us around the piles of rubble. I heard Leonora and Richard murmuring amongst themselves, trying to figure out what to do.

			That’s it . . . stay quiet . . . stay low . . . don’t let go of Aveda’s hand . . .

			My other hand—the one not holding on to Aveda—bumped something. I moved slightly to the left, trying to navigate around it.

			Then it grabbed my hand in a death grip.

			“What!” I shrieked, unable to stop myself. It felt like another human hand, now clutching mine.

			I stood up abruptly. The hand didn’t let go.

			“Don’t go,” a voice whispered.

			I swallowed hard, my mouth suddenly very dry.

			Because the voice was my voice.

			I channeled everything into my fire, igniting a flame in my palm. Raised it up with shaking hands.

			And found myself face to face with . . . me. Evie Tanaka.

			“What. The. Fuck!” Aveda exclaimed, leaping to her feet.

			It wasn’t the me of now. It was definitely the me of that day when the library had burned down—dark circles under her eyes, curly hair a mess, toting a gigantic bag of books. Looking utterly lost.

			“Evie?” I whispered, feeling ridiculous.

			She nodded. She didn’t look surprised to see me. And I could see now that she had a faint blue glow around her.

			“Holy shit. You’re the library ghost,” Aveda whispered, tugging on my sleeve.

			“Very astute, Ms. Jupiter,” Leonora’s voice piped up from behind us.

			We whirled around to see Leonora, Richard, and Shelby. The light from the moon was starting to come back now, giving the space that little bit of illumination. I felt myself position my body slightly in front of the Evie ghost—it was my instinct to protect her.

			“Look at her,” Leonora said, gesturing to the Evie ghost. “She’s so sad. So alone. She’s failing in every possible way. She’s every regret you have about this moment, this time, in your life.” She leaned in close, whispering in my ear. “Give me your baby. And she can pass over, be at peace. Your unfinished business here will be done. You can finally leave her behind forever.”

			“No.”

			The voice was loud and forceful—and not mine. It was Aveda’s. She shook her head at Leonora, her eyes sparking with rage.

			“Evie, don’t listen to her!” Aveda said. “She’s full of shit!”

			I met Ghost Evie’s eyes. I suddenly couldn’t focus on anything but her.

			“Help . . . me . . .” she whispered.

			“Yes,” Leonora hissed. “Help her—the way you couldn’t help her back then. Take away her pain. By admitting you’re a failure.”

			Leonora waved a hand. There was an ear-splitting WHOOM, and a swirling pit of blackness appeared on the floor—glittering and malevolent, like a giant gaping mouth.

			“My reverse portal,” Leonora purred. “Isn’t it pretty? All you have to do, warrior, is walk through. I’ll take care of the rest.”

			“Come with us, Evelyn,” Richard said, reaching out a hand. “Once Leonora has your child, the bridge between worlds will be done and we can come and go as we please.”

			“Fuck that!” Aveda screamed, charging toward Richard.

			But then Leonora raised a hand and Aveda was on the floor again, screaming in pain.

			“Evie!” she yelled, writhing on the floor. “Listen to me: you’re not failing! You weren’t failing then, either! And you’re sure as hell not weak. You . . . you . . .” She screamed again.

			I turned back to Ghost Evie. I felt like I was in a trance, everything else fading into the background as I took her in.

			She was in so much pain.

			I did want to take it away, to let her rest. To let her go.

			I met her haunted eyes. So much like mine, yet so different. I saw her. Right down to her soul.

			And in that moment, I knew exactly what I had to do.

			“You’re right,” I said, turning to Leonora. “I do want to help her.”

			Triumph overtook Leonora’s face. Richard reached out a hand to me again.

			“Then come along, my love,” he said, his expression more smug than ever.

			I faced him. Met his eyes. Looked him up and down. He wanted me to see him as all wise and powerful—someone who would always, no matter what, know better than me.

			And that, I finally realized, was not what I saw at all.

			“Oh, fuck no.”

			Leonora blinked. “Excuse me?”

			I put my hands on my hips. “I said, fuck no. You were right, Richard. I decided to drop out of grad school because of Bea. Because I loved her more than I loved this dream I thought I had. But making that decision doesn’t mean I failed and it doesn’t mean I’m weak—it took strength to make that decision. And it was a decision. It was mine.”

			“That’s a very nice story to tell yourself, Evelyn—” he began.

			“It’s not a story,” I snapped. “It’s the truth. And you know what? You don’t get to tell me anything. I can see now that our relationship was wrong. Not just because we were wrong for each other—you were my fucking professor. What were you doing sleeping with me, pursuing me—any of it?”

			“Our relationship was consensual—” he said, drawing out the word in the most annoying way possible.

			“Sure it was,” I said, taking a step closer to him. “But let me say it again: you were my professor. And you should have fucking known better.”

			As he sputtered at me, I turned back to Ghost Evie. She was staring at me—and she still looked sad. But I saw something else there now, too. The tiniest of sparks lighting her eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” I said to her. “Aveda was right. It’s easier for me to get upset about someone else being mistreated, to protect others—but I’ve never been very good at protecting myself. Or asking for help when I need it.”

			I reached out a hand to her. She took it tentatively, gazing at me in wonder.

			“I’m sorry,” I said again. “For being so hard on you. For not standing up for you. And for calling you a failure.” I squeezed her hand. “I forgive us,” I whispered. “Even though there’s nothing to forgive. We did the best we could with an impossible situation. We survived. And now . . .” I glanced over at Aveda, still writhing on the floor in pain. Her expression was determined, though. Tenacious. She was going to fight her way out of this, no matter what.

			I thought of how many times she and I had fought our way out of impossible situations. How she and our new gang of Morgan College friends had cheered me on during my plate-throwing. How our little family was always there for each other—whether it was Lucy calling to pep talk me from her honeymoon or Bea searching until she found Julie Vũ or Nate letting me collapse fully against him, protecting me with everything he had.

			My heart swelled with love.

			“Our life now . . . well, it may not be perfect,” I told her, tears streaming down my cheeks. “And it’s not at all what we imagined. But somehow . . . it’s so much better. It’s real. It’s full of adventure and wonderful new experiences and people who love us, and who we love desperately. People we can count on, no matter what. And . . .” My voice broke, but I kept going. “You need to know: we were never weak. Everything we did came from a place of strength. And now we know that we deserve to be loved, protected, taken care of. Just like we’ve always done for other people. I don’t want to deny you, or to leave you in the past—you’re part of who I became. Who I am. And you need to forgive yourself, too.”

			She held my gaze for a long moment, her eyes shiny and unsure—like she wanted so badly to believe what I’d said, but it sounded too wild to be true.

			“Forgive yourself,” I whispered. Both to her and to me.

			And then, she smiled at me—a brilliant smile, all traces of exhaustion and guilt evaporating at last. Like the sun bursting through the clouds.

			She squeezed my hand one more time and vanished into thin air.

			“Noooooooooo!” Leonora screamed behind me. “She can’t have passed on . . . she can’t . . .”

			I whipped around—I’d been so wrapped up in Ghost Evie, I’d forgotten Leonora was there. The glittery black hole on the floor was closing in on itself, getting smaller and smaller by the second.

			And then suddenly, a brightly colored blur was streaking in front of me, barreling toward Leonora, and shoving her directly into her vanishing portal. The portal distorted, its shape widening and narrowing in rapid succession. Then it made a prolonged sucking sound, like a clogged toilet.

			“What the fuck!” Aveda yelled over all the noise.

			We moved closer, trying to get a better look—then the portal let out a massive WHOOM, whirled closed, and winked out of sight.

			For a moment, we just stood there—me, Shelby, and Aveda. I didn’t know where Richard had gone. The moon was shining down on us again, illuminating things with silvery patches of light. And we were surrounded by blissful silence.

			“Shelby!” Aveda finally exclaimed, resting a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Did you just shove your . . . well, I’m not sure what to call her. Your creator? Your fucked-up mom? Did you shove her into the portal?”

			“I sure did!” Shelby said, puffing up. “Man, I was so over her.”

			“Ah, ladies,” Richard said, skulking up behind us. I guessed he’d been trying to hide in the shadows or something.

			He looked smug as ever, and I was so happy that I could now see him for what he was: a sad, pompous little man obsessed with asserting his power over others.

			Never again.

			“Thank god we defeated that awful demon!” he continued. “I’m so glad you picked up on my clever ruse, I—”

			“Shut up, Richard!”

			All three of us said it in unison. It felt damn good.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			THE DAY OF the new library building opening was quite possibly the most beautiful day I’d ever witnessed at Morgan College. Considering all the other days I’d witnessed at Morgan College, perhaps that wasn’t saying much, but still—the sky was serene and steely blue, the air was crisp with the turning of seasons, and the eucalyptus trees were whispering their gentle song across campus.

			As Aveda and I stood in the midst of a crowd of students and faculty, waiting for the ceremony to start, I tipped my head up and closed my eyes, letting that honey-pine scent drift over me and reveling in the sense of change in the air.

			“Wow, look at it,” Aveda said, her voice lit with awe. “What a fabulous addition to Morgan’s collection of creepy old buildings. Only this is a creepy new building.” She nudged me in the arm and I turned to look at her. “You picking up any Ghost Evie vibes?”

			“None,” I said, flashing her a grin. “Ghost Evie is resting now—she deserves it.”

			A lot had happened since our confrontation with Leonora and Richard two months ago—it was the beginning of a whole new year now, the darkness of Halloween giving way to celebrations of renewal and reinvention.

			Nate, Bea, and Rose’s team had done extensive testing and analyses on the library and the rest of the college. It seemed that banishing Leonora back to the Otherworld had also banished any remaining demon-powered spirits. The sightings students were reporting now were back to the usual ghostly encounters—fairly harmless and possibly imagined. But I liked to think those emotional resonances—Tess’s paranormal energy—were still floating around, imbuing the college with all the lives that had built it into what it was. Until those resonances were ready to rest, of course.

			As far as we could tell, the Evie ghost actually had been activated by Richard and Leonora’s experiments—but she’d successfully hidden from them until I’d showed up. She’d been waiting for me, and I was happy I’d been able to give her the peace she needed.

			As for what the college was now . . . well, that was still a bit of a question mark. Richard had finally been exposed and fired, but he’d claimed that any “borderline illegal” activities had been conducted under the influence of Leonora. Rumor had it that he’d moved back in with his parents and was currently doing a whole lot of nothing. Provost Glennon had also been canned—and claimed she knew nothing about the more nefarious aspects of how Richard had been planning to “take care of” Julie. I still didn’t trust a word she said, but I was glad neither of them would be coming near Morgan ever again.

			The future of Morgan was on the murky side. The school was still struggling financially (though I’d taken it upon myself to make another large donation), currently without a provost and key faculty, and embroiled in exactly the kind of scandal Provost Glennon had been hoping to avoid. But I couldn’t help but feel this was better for its future in the long run. At least now, the college could proceed with a clean slate.

			And as I’d come to realize during Aveda’s and my mission, when it came down to it, it was really the students who made Morgan what it was. They were the ones who loved this place, who formed everlasting bonds with each other, who gave the school so much of its traditions and rituals. In that regard, the future looked bright.

			“Hey, Eliza and Angelica—I mean, Evie and Aveda!”

			“Cool TAs! That’s who they are!”

			We turned to see Shelby, Pippa, Tess, and Julie running up to us—a gaggle of brilliant smiles.

			“What a way to start the semester, huh?” Pippa crowed, jerking her head at the finished library. “New building, new beginning. You guys still want to get T-Bell after?”

			“Of course,” I said, smiling back at her. “It’s so good to see you all.”

			Once everything had gone down at Morgan, Aveda and I had gotten a call from Jessie Vũ. After we’d secretly visited Julie, Provost Glennon had moved Julie to a different, even more out-of-the-way facility. At that point, she’d mostly been healed from her ordeal—apparently, the health issues she’d experienced had been a result of Leonora’s unsuccessful attempt to pull her into the Otherworld. (Bea hypothesized that Pippa hadn’t gone through the same because Leonora’s reverse portal was more functional by then.)

			When the hospital hadn’t let Julie leave, Jessie had gotten suspicious. And when the scandal involving Provost Glennon and Richard broke . . . well, Jessie had finally called us. I’d helped Julie find a new apartment for her and Jessie, and Aveda and I had hired her on as our official part-time paranormal consultant, which gave her the much-needed income boost to keep her and Jessie afloat. And since Julie and Tess had started an all-new, Leonora-free version of the ghost-hunting society, it made sense. Julie had started her paranormal research because she was suspicious of Richard, but she’d also discovered a fascination with it, and I was glad she was continuing.

			Tess and Pippa were both doing well, too—Tess was thriving as the head of the new ghost society, and Pippa was pursuing a Pop Culture Studies major with a passion. Weirdly enough, she was kind of on the path I’d once set out for myself. Aveda and I were doing our best to encourage both of them at every turn. Even though we were no longer undercover, we were still kind of their TAs.

			And as for Shelby . . . we still weren’t sure what was going to happen to her. She was the first of her kind, and when the other demon-powered Morgan ghosts vanished, she’d remained. For now, she was enjoying life as an actual carefree college girl with all of her friends. Oh, and a new part-time job.

			“I’ll get you guys those reports later,” Shelby said to Aveda and me, giving us an eager grin. “Lots of interesting stuff in your email today.”

			“Thank you,” Aveda said, giving her a brisk nod. “Best well-paid intern ever.”

			“You know, you don’t always have to say the ‘well-paid’ part,” I said, shaking my head at her. “It does not exactly roll off the tongue.”

			“I am not about to start a rumor that Aveda Jupiter does not appropriately compensate her employees,” Aveda sniffed. “But seriously, Shelby, you’re doing a great job.”

			“Yeah, she is!” Tess exclaimed, giving Shelby an affectionate nudge. “Jules and I are going to give her our latest reports from the ghost-hunting society to cross-reference with all your guys’ stuff—thought that might be useful. Just in case we’re ever haunted again.”

			“I sincerely hope we won’t be,” Julie shuddered, reaching out to take Tess’s hand. “But I’ll be glad to help with the reports. God, I love me some reports—I never thought I’d be so overjoyed to be back in school. Jessie keeps making fun of me for being this happy.”

			“You don’t love reports,” Pippa scoffed. “Nobody loves reports. You love the chance to smooch Tess under the guise of doing homework.”

			“No denials here,” Julie said, her gaze softening as she met Tess’s eyes.

			“Oh . . .” My eyes misted over as I looked at each of them in turn. Shelby, her smile brighter than I’d ever seen it, finding her voice and her purpose. Pippa, outspoken and charismatic as always. Tess and Julie, wrapped in their love bubble and free of the people who had hurt them. “You’re all wonderful,” I said, my voice quavering. “I’m so happy I know you.”

			“Okay, Waterworks,” Aveda said, elbowing me. “I think the ceremony’s about to start.”

			“Ooh, let’s get closer to the front!” Pippa crowed, bulldozing her way through the crowd before anyone could respond. Tess and Julie laughed and followed her.

			Shelby made a move to follow them—then turned back to me, squeezing my hand and giving me a slight smile.

			“Thanks again for all your help, Evie,” she said, her voice shy. “I really love, um, living.”

			Then she took off after her friends.

			“Aw, look at them, they’re so cute,” Aveda said, beaming after our little gang of charges. “And look how happy they are. You did that, Evie.”

			“We did that,” I corrected.

			“Hmph, I don’t remember there being a ghost version of myself that I had to forgive in order to resolve my lingering emotional issues and save the whole school,” she said, making a face at me. “But I’ll take it.”

			“Ah, hello, dears!”

			Aveda and I turned to see Victoria and Jocelyn bustling up to us. Victoria’s gaze was darting everywhere, her excitement at being back on campus palpable. Jocelyn looked warier, holding Victoria’s hand protectively.

			“I’m so happy you two made it!” I said, giving them a wave.

			“I had to convince this one,” Victoria said, gesturing to Jocelyn. “But you made it sound as if it was imperative we be here. And anyway . . .” She looked around the courtyard, her expression softening. “I think it was finally time for us to come back.”

			“I’m glad,” I said. “And, you know, now that we’ve literally exorcised some demons here . . .” I hesitated, trying to sound super casual. “I’ve been thinking about what Jocelyn said, as far as you needing to be busy. Did you know Morgan is looking for a new provost? I really think they could use a new direction, don’t you? An honest direction. From someone who will think of the students above all else.”

			“That does sound interesting,” Victoria said, an intrigued gleam lighting her eyes. “Perhaps we could stay here and talk to some folks about that after the ceremony, love?”

			“Perhaps,” Jocelyn said, her face softening into a smile of her own.

			“Attention, please!” a girl bellowed from the front of the crowd. I craned my neck, trying to get a better look. It looked like the same purple braids girl who had led the karaoke at the dorm party. “Thank you all so much for coming. This new library has been a long time in the making, and its completion was made possible by a very generous donation from our esteemed alum, Evie Tanaka!”

			“Still not actually an alum,” I murmured.

			“We’re so pleased to dedicate this beautiful building to another one of our esteemed alums—two of them, actually!” the girl continued. She motioned to a pair of students standing next to her. With great fanfare, they lowered the curtain draped over the library’s new sign. “Welcome!” the girl said, sweeping her arms out. “To the Victoria and Jocelyn Morales Morgan College Library!”

			Everyone cheered—even though I knew not everyone knew who Victoria and Jocelyn were yet. But they would.

			I snuck a glance at Victoria. Her hand was over her mouth, her eyes filled with tears.

			“Oh, no,” I said, reaching out to touch her arm. “I’m sorry. Is this too much? I just wanted . . .”

			She cut me off by sweeping me into a bear hug.

			“Thank you,” she whispered fervently. “Thank you so much. This feels, at long last, like coming home.”
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			Later, I slipped away from the crowd and wandered campus for a bit. I couldn’t exactly explain why, but I needed a moment to myself, before Aveda and I embarked on another Taco Bell adventure.

			Somehow I found myself wandering to Morgan Hall—currently empty as everyone was at the celebration. I stood at the foot of the forbidding staircase and marveled at how much less creepy this building was during the day. With the bits of blue sky and sun filtering in from the skylight, it actually seemed peaceful. Serene, even.

			And before I knew what I was doing, I had climbed that big staircase, pausing in front of a door that was all too familiar.

			It was, I realized, the exact spot I’d run to after the night of the peanut butter—the office of Professor Connolly, to turn in my paper. It was the moment that had led to that fateful decision I’d suppressed for so many years. The decision to leave Morgan. I stared at the door for a moment, noting that the plastic blue bin where we used to deposit our papers wasn’t there anymore. And the door had a fresh new coat of bright yellow paint.

			I was surprised to realize that I didn’t feel a sense of déjà vu or reverse déjà vu or . . . anything. I didn’t even have the desire to push the door open and see what was on the other side.

			I turned away from the office and wandered to the end of the hall, where one of those big, arched windows offered me a full view of the courtyard, bustling with so much activity. I could see Shelby and Pippa in the distance, doing some kind of goofy synchronized dance while Tess filmed them, cackling with laughter.

			I pulled my phone out of my pocket and tapped the screen.

			“Hey, Big Sis!” Bea chirped at me, her face filling the screen. “Is everything all right?”

			“Yes,” I said, smiling to reassure her. “No early labor, nothing wrong, no need to worry. Bea, I . . .” I hesitated, trying to figure out the words. “I wanted to ask you something. Are you okay?”

			“Yeeeeeahh?” she said, looking at me like I’d grown another head. “I mean, I’m starving, but brunch is gonna be good today, I’m meeting some of my Demon Unit pals at this place called Sam Sato’s—their saimin is so delicious, but you’ve gotta get there early, there’s always a line—”

			“No, I mean . . .” I grinned at her enthusiasm. “That sounds amazing, but I meant are you okay in general? Like, in life. As a person.”

			“Oh.” She leaned back and gnawed on her lower lip, considering. Then she cocked her head at me, her eyes narrowing shrewdly. “Evie. Is this about how you parented me? Again? I thought we’d worked through that. In—”

			“Therapy, yes, I know,” I said, smiling slightly. “I just need to hear it again. From you.”

			“Mmm.” She smiled back, looking like she was really thinking about it. “Remember when we got into that huge fight about me trying to jump into the Otherworld? Somehow it devolved into fighting about Mom and I accused you of not being sad when she died. And you said—”

			“I said, ‘You got to be sad. I didn’t.’” I winced, the memory flooding through me once more. “I’m sorry, Bea. That was so shitty—”

			“Maybe it was.” Her gaze turned contemplative. “It was also true.”

			Tears pricked my eyes, my throat tightening. “Bea—”

			“No.” She shook her head vehemently. “It was, Evie. I broke down fully after Mom. I took up all the grieving space. There wasn’t room for you to do the same. You had to be the adult. And listen . . .” She leaned in, her eyes flashing. Like she really wanted me to get this part. “I’m better than fine. I’m amazing. I’m living the life I never even knew I wanted—and I can feel y’all’s love from thousands of miles away. So stop worrying about me. Trust that I’m okay because of you, not in spite of it. And give yourself that room now—to do whatever you need. Cry, scream, throw some plates. I’ll be here for you. Just like you always were for me. You’re gonna be a great mom, Big Sis.”

			“I . . . thank you,” I said, finally allowing my tears to fall. “God, you are amazing. Go have that brunch.”

			“Call you later,” she said, grinning at me. “And hey—I miss you, Evie. That’s one of the reasons I keep calling all the time, in case you haven’t figured that out. I know you miss me, too. It’s okay to say that. Like, out loud and stuff. It doesn’t make me feel like you’re trying to, I don’t know, smother me from afar or something. It feels nice. To be missed. Come visit me when you get the chance, okay?” And then she winked out of sight.

			I smiled to myself and gazed out the window, brushing away the last of my tears, and thought about the girl I’d been. The girl I was now. How we were so different, yet exactly alike. How I hadn’t been able to move forward until I accepted her as part of me. And how we were both worthy of love, protection, and beautiful lives beyond our wildest dreams.

			I’d meant what I’d said to Ghost Evie—my life wasn’t perfect. It was better than perfect. It was real. And I was learning to be okay with all the messiness and chaos and joy that entailed.

			“Hey . . .”

			I snapped out of my reverie and whipped around to see a familiar figure hovering behind me.

			“Nate,” I breathed, my voice still a little shaky with tears. I reached out and pulled him close, resting my cheek against the comforting solidness of his chest.

			“Aveda thought I might find you up here,” he said, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “Apparently I’m supposed to drive you all to . . . a Taco Bell? Is that correct?”

			“It is,” I said, laughing a little.

			He pulled back and searched my face, reaching down to cup my cheek.

			“Are you okay?” he asked, his eyes lit with genuine tenderness.

			“Yes.” I smiled at him—a real smile, a true expression of what I was feeling inside. No more faking. “But I was just . . . thinking about some old feelings. I might need to cry on you later.”

			“Of course.” He returned my smile, squeezing my shoulders. “And if you want, there are . . . other things we can do to take your mind off of things.” He cocked an eyebrow, his gaze sliding to an open office door—and just beyond it, a desk.

			“Yes, please,” I said, laughing. “Although we might have to get creative with the positions.” I ran a hand over my belly, which was looking rounder every day. “But for now . . . just be with me for a minute.”

			He pulled me close again and we gazed out at the courtyard—all those students and their hopes and dreams, lit by the clear winter sky.

			“I have a surprise for you,” he murmured against my hair. “Well, not exactly a surprise since I’m telling you about it. I’ve booked us a . . . what did Aveda call it, again? A special trip?”

			“A babymoon?!” I shrieked. I pulled back and met his eyes, a huge, goofy smile overtaking my face. “Really? Like, a vacation? For you and me? Where we can just, like, have fun and be free and feel things?”

			“Yes,” he said, grinning at me. “If that’s okay with you. I thought we could go to Maui.”

			“Maui?” I tilted my head, giving him an amused look. “Where . . . my sister is? Are you sure you want to chance her interrupting our romantic getaway every moment she can?”

			But even as I said those words, warmth was surging through me and I felt my heart lift. He’d done that on purpose. He knew.

			Nate took my face in his hands, leaning in close, his eyes sparking with so much love.

			“I know you need to see her,” he said softly. “And when we’re not seeing her, we’ll have plenty of time to do whatever you want. What do people do on vacations, anyway? Do you have more costumes?” He cocked a suggestive eyebrow.

			“I can find some,” I said, laughing. “And I don’t know what people do on vacations, either, but I can’t wait to find out—with you. We’re gonna be wild and immature and maybe have some of those classic, carefree ‘collegiate’ experiences Aveda keeps telling me about.”

			He grinned and pulled me in for a kiss—long and sweet, the kind of kiss that made me lose myself in him.

			“Are you okay with us going away for a bit, though?” I said, when we finally pulled back. I touched his face, searching his eyes for any hint of something amiss. “I know we’re both still worried about . . . well. Everything. Shasta returning. And whatever her and Leonora’s plan is for the baby.”

			We still didn’t know what, exactly, that plan was. Or why Leonora had thought the baby might be able to serve as a bridge between worlds. Or, for that matter, what the deal was with our baby being “the first of its kind” and what that might mean for the future. Nate hadn’t had any further dreams about Shasta, but just knowing she was out there . . .

			“I am concerned,” he said gently, interrupting my thoughts. “Of course I am. If my mother wants to come after us, if she’s set her sights on our baby . . . well, she may never stop until she’s succeeded. But . . .” He hesitated, looking out at the courtyard again. “. . . I’m also confident that we won’t let her.”

			“Me too,” I said, my heart swelling. “I’m not scared of the future anymore, and all the unknowns that come with it. Because I know we have an incredible family. We’re all in. We’re ride-or-die. And we’ll all fight together for this world, these people, this beautiful, imperfect, totally messy life we’ve built together. We’ll fight until we win. No matter what.”

			He smiled back. “And there’s so much worth fighting for.”

			I rested a hand on my stomach. “Like little Galactus Tanaka-Jones, here?”

			His smile widened. “Yes—but I was thinking more along the lines of . . .” His gaze slid to the desk.

			I laughed and stood on my tiptoes to kiss him again. “That’s definitely worth it.”
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