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He speaks to Miranda in her dreams... but lingergea when she's wide awake.

"Help me," Nathan said to her. The soldier in gray, theng man with the helpless, haunted face.
"You'e the only one."

And his pale, outstretched hand . . . a shortheoigivine, woven, knotted . . . only this time hiegers
brushed over it, this time her fingers closed alatin

Miranda touched his hand. His skin was ice coldfihgers passed right through.

"Taketit..."

Jerking upright, she saw the figure beside her bed.

The figure veiled in shadows, just beyond rea¢hesfoonlight through her windows.

She tried to cry out, but couldn't; her heart léapther throat and stuck there as she gaspéddath.
"No!" Miranda choked.

She closed her eyes, willing him away. When shaagpthem again, he was gone.

Yet Miranda wasn't comforted. Tears ran down heekst her covers were damp with sweat. She
reached for the lamp on her nightstand, then siydfilere.

She was holding something. Something clutchedytigiiher hand.

Puzzled, she spread her fingers and looked clogbe room's pale glow, she could see the small,
familiar object nestled there against her palm.i®tGod . . ." she whispered.

It was a piece of braided twine.
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1

SHE WAS TIRED TODAY BECAUSE OF THE SCREAMING.

That horrible screaming that had woken her upnight, just like it had the night before. Screamsad

the darkness that cut into her heart like razatdsadistant, muffled screams that trapped her and
dangled her precariously between consciousnedslbblbwn nightmares.

"Miranda?"

At first she'd thought it was the hurricane allragain. Shrieking wind, screeches and groang abthf
and walls splitting and exploding around her. Oyimeeher mother's cries of terror. Or her own
hysterical weeping . . .

But then, of course, she'd realized where shelwadifferent bed, in a different house—far from
Florida, far from the home where she'd slept abddée. And those screams were so real. Much reale
than any dream could ever be.

She hadnt had a decent night's sleep since theytl here to St. Yvette.

Naturally, Mom didn't believe her about the scredvitan just kept telling her she was imagining imdAhe
harder Miranda tried to sleep, and the harder Mt to rationalize, the worse everything got.
Miranda's energy was sapped. Her thoughts strapyed d hundred dark paths. It was impossible for her
to concentrate on anything anymore.

"Miranda Bames?"

"Huh?" Snapping back to attention, Miranda saw Miggree paused beside the chalkboard, fixing her
with a benevolent gaze. The whole class turnedraidla’s direction.

For a split second, Miranda wondered what they 8astight, not-very-tall girl with short brown hair
pushed nervously behind her ears? A nice-enoughithithazel eyes and a heart-shaped face anhta lig
sprinkling of freckles across her nose?

Or the silent girl, the sullen girl, who, in herda days at St. Yvette High School, had yet to thegt
eyes when they passed her in the hall? Who newke spever smiled, never bothered to be friendly?
They couldn't see the fear—that much she was sura@shock, the anguish, the grief, the emotions
that choked her every time she let her guard down.

So she wouldn't let her guard down. Not with thége not in this school, not in this town. Not ndvet
ever.

"Oh. Yes. I'm here," she mumbled. As her cheekkdid, Miranda’s hands clenched tightly in her lap.

"I know you're here, dear," Miss Dupree went oneslye'l was just explaining this little assignment
we're all going to be working on."

"Little assignment?" a voice complained from tlatrow. "Come on, Miss Dupree, it counts for half

our grade!"

"I'm well aware of that, Parker. And just think howich it would count for if it were a big assignriien
The room erupted in laughter while the young manded back in his desk and grinned. Parker
Wilmington, Miranda was already familiar with timaime. She was sure she'd heard it uttered longingly
from the lips of every girl in St. Yvette High, frogiggly freshmen all the way up through her seriass.
Tall and blond, sea-green eyes, those gorgeouwsy sirands of hair framing his handsome face, no
maitter how many times he shook them back. Staragback, not a single game lost last season.
Self-confident swagger, cocky smile, and . . .riakery and most definitely taken. By the beautitll
who was sitting next to Miranda at this very minute

Miranda glanced quickly across the aisle. Ashleldy . . . something, she couldn't remember. fshle
Something-or-Other with the long golden hair arddétite figure and the sexy little cheerleaddoumi
she was wearing today. One of those picture-pagidstvho would always be drooled over and sought
after and passionately admired. So of coursesttie'®arker Wilmington. Who else?

Miranda didn't realize she was staring. Not urghlay turned and beamed her a perfect white smile.
"Miss Dupree's broken us up into study groups, léydleaned toward her and whispered. "l asked her
if you could be in ours.”

It caught Miranda completely off guard. Study graah, God, the last thing she wanted to do was be
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trapped in a group of strangers, especially cunoes. She'd felt the stares in the hallwaysgin th
classrooms, across campus. She was all too awlaee wbvelty status here at St. Yvette High School
as the Girl Who Lost Everything in the Hurricanedsoon, she knew, the questions would
come—questions she couldn't handle, traumatic niesrsire didn't want to relive. So she'd tried her
best to keep a low profile. Kept to herself angesianvisible. Better that way, she'd decided, much
better that way. She wasn't ready for socializetgynot of any kind. She wanted to be alone—needed
to be alone—to process all that had happened lagh&ew weeks, to sort everything out. What she
didn't want or need right now were people feelorgysor her or asking those painful questionsyang

to butt into her life—

“I'm Ashley."

Again Miranda jolted back to the present. She \ett81g used to everyone's southern accents, but
Ashley's still managed to fascinate her. Extra{laxtra rich, like warm, melted honey. She saw now
that Ashley's hand was taking her own and giviagdirm, friendly shake. Conjuring a tight smile,
Miranda kept the handshake brief.

"All right, class!" Miss Dupree motioned for silencYou've had several weeks now to come up with
your topics. Just a reminder: | want these profedie socially oriented. Something that will gety
involved in this town. Something to help you learore about your community and the neighbors you
share it with. | want to see some original ideaspte. Something creative and—"

"Gage wants to know more about his neighbor, Migzr&e." On Miranda'’s left, a girl in black clothes
and heavy black eye makeup stretched languidigriséat. "The one who keeps getting undressed at
night with the curtains open and the lights on."

In mock horror, Parker swung around in his chiiey! You and Ashley are Gage's neighbors!" "I

meant the house behind him," the girl said calmly.

Clutching his chest, Parker gasped. "Gage! Yolepeivhat's Mrs. Falconi—she's ninety-six years

od"

This time the laughter reached hysteria. Mirandatisa girl give a slow, catlike smile, while a buosar
the window—Gage, she supposed—blushed furiouslglaook his head.

"Roo, stop it!" Ashley hissed, but she couldn'tagtiold back a delighted grin. "Why do you always

have to embarrass him?"

The other girl shrugged, obviously pleased witkdier'Because it's so easy. And he's so cute when

he's embarrassed.”

"All right, people, all right!" Clearing her throéfliss Dupree struggled to keep her own amusement i
check. "Thank you, Roo, for that fascinating binédrmation. And should any of us notice a pervert
lurking outside our windows tonight, we can alt ezsily now, knowing it's only Gage.” The

class went wild. Poor Gage went redder.

"Time to break into your study groups.” Miss Duprem/ed to her desk, then gestured toward the back
of the room. "Oh . . . Miranda?"

"I told her she's with us, Miss Dupree!"Ashley spak quickly, while Roo regarded Miranda with
undisguised boredom.

Miss Dupree smiled. "Then she's in good hands."

As the rest of the kids reassembled themselvdseiPsauntered back and eased himself down beside
Ashley, giving her a quick kiss on the lips. Rotigaliher desk in closer. And Gage, flashing Roo an
I-can't-believe-you-did-that look, made his wayoasrthe room and promptly smacked her on the head
with his notebook.

Roo was right, Miranda decided: Gage was cute, eads&d or not. The same height as Parker, but
more slender, his shoulders not as broad. Softrbiaw, a little shaggy, big brown eyes, long dark
lashes, and sensitive features, despite the hmge fre was currently leveling at Roo.

Gracing each of them with her smile, Ashley piakp@ blue sequined pen. "Well, we're all here, |
guess. Except for Etienne. Is he working today—ryaséy'all know?" "An

alligator probably ate him." Roo yawned.

Trying not to be obvious, Miranda cast her a sigevgtance. She could see now that Roo was
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short—not much over five feet—with a solid body,rencurvy than plump. The girl seemed entirely
unself-conscious in her long black Victorian diesg black combat boots. A silver crescent moon hung
from a narrow black ribbon around her neck; silvanons and stars dangled from her multipierced
ears. Her bangs were long and thick and partiblgared her brows. And she had purple streaks—the
same shade of purple as the heavy gloss on heritigeveral strands of her overdyed black hair.
As Roo's dark eyes shifted toward her, Mirandaddakway. There'd been a few kids like Roo in her
own high school at home, but she'd never gottnde them. Never even spoken to them, really. In
fact, she and her friends had jokingly called titteerzombie Rejects and avoided them at all costs.
"We definitely need his input.” Once more, Ashlegise drew Miranda back. "Etienne always has

good ideas." She sat up straighter, pen poisecbaper. "Oh, and Miss Dupree said Miranda can be
in our group, okay?"

There were nods all around and mumbles of agreePakier winked. Gage shot Miranda a quick
glance, while Roo still seemed bored. As Ashleyematloductions, Miranda did her best to sound
polite, but offered no more than that.

"So!" Ashley began cheerfully. "Out of all thoseas we had last time, which one are we going fordo
the project?"

Parker shrugged. "They all sucked, and you knbw it.

"No, they didnt." Gage's voice was soft, genke, s eyes, just as Miranda had expected it.td be

think the Symbolism of Cemetery Art is pretty godtiGood

why? ‘Cause you thought of it?" Roo asked.

"Good because it's . . . you know . . . interesting

"Yeah, if you're a maggot.”

"Well, it's better than Southern Belle Rock Bands."

Roo looked mildly annoyed. "The Development an@itation of Women Musicians During the
Antebellum Era, excuse me very much."

Ashley waved her paper at them. "Come on, we davé& much time. Maybe Miranda has some
"What?" Instantly Miranda felt four pairs of eyester. "Um, no. Sorry."

The truth was, she hadn't been paying much attehtse last few seconds. It was something she was
beginning to get used to—this zoning in and oue@mories when she least expected it, when she was
least prepared—but that didn't make it any edsill managed to catch her by surprise. Sadriserp
lonely surprise. Like just now, when Gage had maetli something about art and cemeteries, a picture
had snapped into Miranda's mind. She and Margéaarde in New Orleans over summer vacation,
traveling there for a week with Joanie's pareffitspfing; flirting with those cute bellmen at thédho
sightseeing around town—old buildings, museumssioas, graveyards. Was that only two months
ago? It seemed like years. The last really furgttiey'd done together before everything changed—
"What's this?" Leaning over Miranda's shoulder,eGamnted to some scribbles on the front of her
notebook. "Ghost Walk?"

Miranda looked down at the words. Yes, definiteliydwn handwriting, though she didn't remember
putting them down just now.

"What the hell's a Ghost Walk?" Parker asked. ttisrgdened as he nudged Ashley in the ribs, and
Miranda quickly turned her notebook over.

“It's ... nothing."

"No, really,” Ashley urged her. "Really—what i$ it?

Don't make me talk about this—I had so much funtheow it hurts too much to remember . . .
"Miranda’?"

"It's.. .. like a tour." Miranda kept her eyeshan desk, wishing they'd all just go away and |éere
alone. "A haunted tour. My friends and | went oe @nNew Orleans. A guide takes you around to all
these different places and tells you about thsioly. Except each place has some scary story ciedne
to it—like some horrible tragedy or unsolved mygster

"I've heard of those," Roo mumbled, far from impeeks
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"Of course you have, O Queen of Darkness," Pakttmck at her. Gage,

however, was intrigued. "Do all the places acturlye ghosts?"

"Well . . ." Oh great. How did | get myself intagh Meeting their gazes now, Miranda stumbled on.
"Well, | don't know if all of them do—"

"Then why do they call it a Ghost Walk?" Parkelllehged, even as Ashley clapped a hand over his
mouth.

Miranda couldn't help sounding defensive. "Peopleiseen ghosts there. But there's also locategen
and superstitions—all kinds of weird supernatiiiabs that have happened in the city.”

"So it really is historical, right?" Ashley was squing excitedly in her seat. "Not just made up?"

"That's what the guide told us—that all the st@resdocumented. So yes, it's all historical—justEm

of a dark history."

"Miranda, that'perfect’ As Ashley squealed, the whole class turnedéand®t was happening.

Ashley immediately told them to mind their own Imgsis, then lowered her voice while Parker wrestled
her hand from his face. "Oh my God, that's so gitifat's the most perfect idea for the most perfe
project! You're a genius!"

"What project?" Looking confused, Parker bent totlaem. "Our project?"

"Not one single person's had an idea as goodsagt itll be fun, too! Miss Dupree is goingdoé

i

One corner of Parker's mouth twitched. He shifiddd desk, stretching his long legs out in frdhiia.
"A ghost tour. Here. In St. Yvette."

"It's socially oriented, right? It involves histzal research . . . we'll have to learn more albaut t
community . . ."

Gage nodded. "l like it." He glanced over at Rdapwerely shrugged. A shrug that could have been
either pro or con, Miranda couldn't tell.

Ashley, however, was still bubbling over. "Mirantlhds is so wonderful! You'll have to tell us more
about it' How to get organized, what we need tod@re we need to start—"

"Whoa! Hold on!" Backing up a step, Gage liftedidaeands. "Give her a chance to breathe, why don't
you?”

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry, you're right. Miranda, dawavant us to explain the project to you some miore?
mean, maybe we haven't filled you in enough odéiteils? Or the schedule or how it's graded and
stuff? Or maybe you have some questions?"

"I have a question," Roo announced, before Miraodéd even open her mouth.

The girl draped herself over her desk. Frownirgigyy, she fixed Miranda with a solemn, dark-ringed
stare.

"So," Roo said. "How does it feel living with a aiic?"

2

"WHAT?'

At first Miranda thought it was a joke. Some prevaiside joke the group had decided to play on her
just to see how she'd react.

Except she didn't get the joke. She didn't undetstee joke. And slowly it began to dawn on her tha
Roo's stare wasn't wavering, that Roo wasn't gn#ind that the others had gone silent, that thexg w
watching Roo with strange expressions on theisfao®l there was an undercurrent in the air, ik ¢
electricity.

"What?" she managed to say again. "l don't unddrsta

She wanted to say more, but her voice stuck ithhegit. She wanted to walk away from them, but her
stomach had gone queasy. "Roo," Ashley whispered.
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"What's wrong?" Seemingly puzzled, Roo glanceddt ef them in turn, then back again at Miranda.
"You know," she said matter-of-factly, "Jonas Haygeur grandfather. | mean . . . what's it like?

Arent you scared?"

Parker snorted a laugh. "Jesus, Roo."

Gage said nothing, only folded his arms acrossiHast. He leaned back against the wall and foaused
something outside the classroom window.

"Scared?" Miranda's mind was whirling. Her headlveggnning to pound. "What are you talking

about?"

"Nothing!" Ashley broke in. Reaching for Miranda&nd, she gave it a quick squeeze. "Look, Roo gets
everything mixed up. Don't pay any attention td'her

Miranda's head pounded harder. Lunatic? My grandfig?are they all watching me like that? | can't
stand it—

"Miranda," Ashley sounded alarmed. "Are you okay?"

But Miranda couldn't answer. It was Roo's voicédhawered instead, toneless, coming from some far-
off place. "l thought she knew about her grandfathiieought she knew, or | wouldn't have said
anything”

"You're so pale.” Ashley's hands were on Mirarsti@siders now, patting gently. "Do you want some
water?'

"Maybe she's going to pass out," Parker said. "Blgighy should slap her or something.”

"Oh, for heaven's sake, Parker!"

"Well, I didnt mean hit her hard—"

"This isn't the football field. Nobody's going tbamybody."

"I'm fine." Miranda nodded. "Honest. I'm fine." Bagr stomach was churning, dry heaves almosg btitk
of her throat. She should have had somethingfiehluishould have eaten breakfast like Mom told
her to do. "What about my grandfather?" But it

was as if she hadn't spoken.

"She is pale,” Gage insisted. "Do you think slueieg be sick?"

Parker was instantly on his feet. "Turn her therotlay!"

"l told you I'm fine,” Miranda snapped back at hatrall of them. Why couldn't they just mind traeim
business? Wasn't she already going through endatigiutnadding more people and problems to her
train wreck of a life?

The classroom, the study group, everything blurrechot rush of anger. She wanted to escapehéut s
couldn't see the door.

And if only it were that easy, Miranda thoughbrily there were some magical door | could justpsca
through, and be happy again . . .

Not enough that the hurricane had struck. Everytloist, everything gone.

No house anymore, no possessions. Mom's busirmegtetely wiped out. Old friends, dear friends,
never-seen-again friends. Some hopefully relodatpthces unknown. Others left behind, helpless
victims and heartbreaking fatalities of the storm.

"We'll go home again someday,” Mom had promisedryerg to sound both brave and comforting.
"This is a temporary situation, Miranda."

Miranda had wanted so much to believe her. But dee, she'd wondered if Mom really believed it
herself.

"Just till we get back on our feet,” Mom kept insgs "Just till then. It's not like we'll havelige in St.

Yvette forever.”

St. Yvette. St. Yvette, Louisiana. To Miranda, wirgpent her whole life on the sparkling white beaat
Florida, they might just as well have been mowiniipé darkest end of the earth.

"So why can't we just get our own place?" she'ddmbber mother. "Why do we have to live with
relatives | don't even know?"

"Because." And for just a heartbeat, she'd seemp#mic in her mother's expression, a look sajfotbat it
scared her. "Because,” Mom had repeated as thedo@ked and her voice calmed. "We don't
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have anywhere else to go."

Just hearing Mom say it made Miranda want to cryd-sfie hadn't let herself do that since the disaster
Not since the brutal hurricane had ravaged thédalopastline and their warm, sunny beach house and
the only world she'd ever known. Not since thegedorced to leave everything—and everyone—
behind.

She'd felt sick as they'd driven the rented carSitYvette five days ago. The sticky heat chokieg
breath away, squeezing sweat from every single pbes'd had to stop at a drawbridge, where she'd
caught a glimpse of shrimp boats in the murky wated on the opposite shore, an old Catholic
cemetery, its aboveground tombs rotting away betweess-draped trees. The air so thick and heavy,
like being wrapped in wet gauze. The stench of digter. A cloying sweetness of flowers. An
undercurrent of fresh oil and sweat, raw meat iahdybits. ST. YVETTE WELCOMES YOU.

She'd stared at the weathered sign on the sitle afad. She'd clenched her arms around her chiestd
from getting hysterical.

I've survived everything else. But I'll never suevhis. Never. Not in a million years.

"Well," Mom had said cheerfully. Way too cheerfuljiranda had been quick to note. "So here we are,
huh? At last. And actually, it doesn't seem tHegrdnt from when | left.”

That was a million years ago, and do | even caiethti's shrug was equally grim. "How old is this
place, anyway?"

"It predates the Civil War. There's a lot of higiarthis area.”

"So where are all the plantations and stuff?"

"There're a few nearby. Wel'l go see them, | pemils

"And what's that weird smoke?"

Mom had frowned at her, sniffed the air, frownediiad'l don't smell any smoke. You mean, like an
actual fire?"

"No, never mind. Its gone now."

The truth was, it had vanished almost as soorea$siticed it—more like a thought, really, than an
actual smell. And not like a cigarette either,marcoal, or burning leaves, or any other smokeridaa
was familiar with. Pungent and faint and at theestme . . . acrid and damp . . . "Dont recogt#Ze
Mom had pressed her.

"No." But | should recognize it, Miranda had thaugheasily, without knowing why. | should recognize
that smell . . .

"Hey." Mom was talking again. "Don' be fooled big side of town. The rest of it's really beautiful

"You don't know that."

"Well . . . | remember that."

"Things change."

It was like an accusation hanging between them. Madbeen quick to try to dispel it.

"But some things don't. Like mystery. And romaiitistory and legends and old, old secrets—"

"What secrets?"

"l wasn't being specific, honey. | just meant &llagmall towns have secrets. That's part of deirm."
Miranda had watched more scenery go past the odowi Old neighborhoods. Old houses. Gardens.
Civil War statues. Antique shops. Old churcheselmentary school. Another cemetery. An old train
depot. A park. An old fountain. Another cemetery.

"Charm's not exactly the word I'd use,” she'd meatt&Try dead. God, it can't get any worse than

"Yes," Mom answered quietly. "Yes, it can alwaygase.” "Oh.

Thank you, Mom. | really needed that positive @kl

"l am being positive, honey. I'm just trying to ghgou how lucky we are. It could be worse. For dfts
people, it's worse. We didn't have to be separgtechnd I. We didn't have to go into a shelter. We
have each other. We have a home to go to."

"You call this a home?"
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"We have family here."

"But you don't even love Grandpa.”

"No, Miranda, that's not true—"

"The two of you haven't seen each other or tatiked¢h other in . . . how long? My whole life?"

"It has nothing to do with you. Its—"

"I know, | know. Complicated. Why won't you evef iee?"

Mom's hands had gripped the steering wheel. dttsimg for you to worry about. Nothing for you to
even think about. This is between Grandpa and kag?b

"Fine, Mom. Just fine."

And then the long pause. That long anger-hurt daefeee Mom finally spoke again.

"Honey . . . for what it's worth . . . our livesiig will be happy again.”

"It's not worth much. And how can you even beliga?" Miranda shot back, then instantly felt batie
flinch of pain on her mother's face.

"I have to believe that, honey," her mother whisgeti haveto . . ."

"—have to hand in your project ideas before youdgavliss Dupree was saying. "And | expect a
rough outline on Monday."

Miranda snapped back to attention How long hadska zoned out just now? Seconds? Minutes?
Noting the four intense stares aimed in her dercthe remembered her rude little outburst ahtdel
cheeks go hot.

"Miranda, are you really, truly okay?" Ashley feett

"Of course | am." Trying to avoid Ashley's gazesdvida focused on the front of the classroom.

"You scared me," Ashley went on. "l thought foriaute we might have to take you to the nurse.”
"It's nothing. I'm just—" As Miranda’s brain scrdet) she heard the sound of the bell, Miss Dupree
shouting last-minute reminders, the chaos of stadgilling out into the halls. Thank God it wast la
period. Thank God it was the weekend. Thank Goavsidetin't have to deal with any more people or
conversations for a few days.

Grabbing her things, she bolted for the door. ®ipe tker head down, pushing her way along the noisy
corridor, but Roo's words echoed even louder imrfireal.

"How does it feel living with a lunatic?"

So what haven't you told me, Mom? And what hayen'tbeen telling me all these years?

"Miranda, wait up!"

Miranda walked faster. As a group of kids jostledtio one side, a hand closed around her elbow,
steering her over to the wall and away from thedyrafternoon stampede.

"You passed your locker," a voice said, and shedderself looking up into kind, brown eyes. Gage
pointed in the opposite direction from where sheéh going. "Or . . . maybe you knew that.”

"Look," Miranda answered irritably. "I just wantdet home, okay?" Then, as Gage quickly steppéd bac
she took a deep breath and started over. "I'm.g&md/I'm sorry for how | acted before. I'm

having a terrible life right now."

"l understand. I've had a terrible life myself mbamn once."

"Yeah, well . . . you've probably never felt likeawing up in the middle of class."

Gage considered this a moment. "No . . . but Resmthp on me once in second grade.” She
noticed his dimples now, as he smiled. A totallyt+y@ur-heart smile, shy but sincere. "—

didnt mean it," he was saying, and Miranda foctisett on their discussion.

"Didntmeanwhat?"

"Ro0." He sounded apologetic. "What she said etk t About your grandfather.”

"Look, I don't know anything about my grandfatiadgy? If you want to know something about him,
I'm the last person you should ask."

“I'm not asking."

"We're living in his garage apartment, but—thaoksy mom—I'm not allowed to meet him." Miranda
didn't know why she was telling Gage all this. &mainly didn't want to, but there was something s
unthreatening about him that her words kept tumgldlirt. “I've never talked to my grandfather. I've
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been here in town five whole days, and | still ighszen him. Now | guess | know why."

Slowly, Gage shook his head. "l don't understand.”

"Well, that makes us even."

Gage didn't seem to mind her bad mood. "The thjrigdo doesn't mean to hurt anybody. She's just . .
.honest.”

"That's a tactful way of putting it."

"She says things out loud before she thinks thesagh."

"Well, she obviously knows more about my familynthdo. So what's the story? Why don't you tell
me?"

Hesitating, he lowered his eyes. "I don't thisknty place—"

"Here's the deal. | was ten years old before | kaew | had a grandfather. Alive, | mean. | always
thought all my grandparents were dead, becau&e\lat my parents told me. Then one day | was
going through my mom'’s closet, and | accidentailtycked this box off a shelf. And this picture fell
out—some man | didn't recognize, with his arm alloug aunt Teeta.”

"Everyone around here loves your aunt." Gage's\gadtlifted again to Miranda's face. "In factsshe
about the best person I've ever known."

"I've always loved her, too. I've talked to hetfwphone since | was little; she's never forgattgn
birthday or Christmas. But the date on that pictémend? It was taken just two weeks before, and
Aunt Teeta had written on the back: 'Love from Yamily.™

"Wow. Whatd you do?"

"I confronted my mother, and that's when she aéldhitteally did have a grandfather. Not only that,
I'd always had a grandfather, and not only thatyglives with Aunt Teeta.”

"And nothing. She said they'd been out of each'stives for years, and that's the way it would

always be, and | should let it go."

"You never talked about your grandfather again?"

"l tried to. But Mom just wouldnt."

"What about your dad?"

Miranda's heart clenched. "My dad died before Iccask him. In fact, his funeral was that day—the
day | found my grandfather’s picture.”

"'m ... sorry—"

"Dontbe. You didn't know."

"So what about now?" Shifting his books, Gage lgame shoulder against the wall. "Maybe your aunt
Teeta could help you meet your grandfather. IHeetwuldn't tell your mom.”

"I've aimost asked her a couple times."

"But...?"

But what if | finally meet Grandpa, and it all tarout wrong? She couldn't tell Gage what her bigges
wish had been since she was ten years old, whdtelped and prayed for so desperately. That
someday, somehow, maybe she really could get to keograndfather. That maybe Mom and
Grandpa would settle their differences, whateway Were. And that maybe having Grandpa in my life
could be like having a dad again . . .

But before she could answer, voices shouted aiti@f the corridor, and Parker, Ashley, and Roo
came walking toward them.

"They're calling you," Gage warmed her.

Flustered, Miranda started backing away. "Loolkyr'dknow what got into me just now. | never do
things like this, | never act like this, | sweaw.iByou could forget it ever happened—"

"Don't worry." Though his lips showed a trace otiaament, his eyes were warm and sympathetic.
"Don't be so hard on yourself. And if it helps arthat stuff about your grandfather is just town goss
She wished she knew what he meant. Wished hefd@ay elaborate, explain. But the others were
here now—Ashley chattering, Parker arguing, Rochuag Miranda and Gage with sly curiosity.
Squealing, Ashley threw her arms around Miranddev@age ducked swiftly out of the way.
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"You'l get used to her, Miranda," Parker sighetling Ashley back.

But Ashley broke free at once. "Miss Dupree lovadlydea! She can't wait to see how we put it all
together. She says it's the most original and\eedapic in the whole class!" "Make

that the most ridiculous,” Parker muttered.

Miranda tried valiantly to resist Ashley's hug. $Héwasn't my idea—"

"Don't be so modest! Of course it was!" Giving Mala one last squeeze, Ashley got down to business.
"Okay. So we'll all meet at the library later atatt©ur planning. You can come, can't you, Mir&ida
"Well, —"

Parker's loud groan cut her off. "Oh please, mdlilthary. All that whispering gives me a headachtau
are a headache." Roo yawned.

"Let's just go to The Tavemn. | need backgrounderius

"Too crowded. Too noisy." Shaking his head, Gagyedd in toward Miranda. "It's a restaurant,” he
explained. "Not much to look at, but the food'sgyieverybody hangs out there."

Roo did a thumbs-down. "Two no votes for The Tavemon't get dark for a while—why don't we
just go to the Falls?"

Looks passed from one to another, followed by adidsound.

"Have you seen the bayou yet, Miranda?" Gage askdld,she fumbled for an excuse.

"Not exactly. | mean, sort of, from a distance. igatly, | don't think | can—"

"Then this'll be a first for you!" Ashley was déligd. "We'll be right on the bayou.” Parker

nodded, deadpan. "Alligators and water moccagingoge and personal.”

"Oh, Parker, for heaven's sake. Dont listen to Miranda. I've never seen any nasty things around
there."

"Except for Roo," Parker added. "She can be prafiy."

Roo pointedly ignored him. The boys grinned, andéschattered on.

“It's pretty at the Falls, but it has atmosph@®;-tkind of spooky. Anyway, the perfect place tapla
your Ghost Walk."

"It's not my Ghost Walk," Miranda said again, fratstd. "And | hadn't planned on going—"

"Well pick you up at your grandpa'’s in a couplarity

"Y'all are serious." As the reality of their prdjseemed to hit him at last, Parker burst out iagghA
Ghost Walk in St. Yvette? There's not even twelvedhed people in this stupid town, and most of them
are boring as hell. How much—what did you call itdark history?—can there be?"

"Oh, stop whining." Losing patience, Ashley glaaedim. "There's bound to be lots of old secrets
buried around here."

Secrets, Miranda thought wryly. And what was it Maaal told her that day? All small towns have
secrets . . . that's part of their charm . . .

She realized Gage was looking at her. She deldhetatned away.

Yes, you're so right, Ashley. There must be lotslebEecrets buried around here.

Especially the ones in my own family.

3

"WHAT'S GOING ON, MOM?"

Miranda stopped in the doorway and glared at hénenonvho was standing in the middle of the room,
rummaging frantically through her purse. The upstzarage apartment was small and stuffy—way too
cramped for the two twin beds and antique sofaathle and chairs, and the oversize armoire tlht ha
been brought over from the main house. Oh, God depressing.

Her eyes made a quick sweep of the room, takitigeicorner kitchen space with its tiny stove,
microwave, mini-refrigerator, and narrow pantrg tid-fashioned lace curtains at the windows; the
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framed sepia-toned photographs on the pale pirlk.walase of red carnations sat on the lemon-oiled
coffee table, and though Aunt Teeta had done Isttdenake the place homey and comfortable, even
those loving touches couldn't disguise the faiot oflage and mildew, or the relentless heat.

"Hi, honey, how was school?" Still digging in harge, Mom didn't bother to look up. "Can you believ

| have a job interview in about five minutes, andri't find the keys to Teeta's car?"

"Mom—"

"I know, | know—the heat's terrible. Of all the ddgr the air conditioner to go out, but | thinle'sh
already called someone to fix it, and I've gotlitlis fan running, so—"

"How could you, Mom?"

Loose change and crumpled tissues spilled fromputse onto the floor. Miranda's mother gave atry o
frustration and bent to retrieve them.

"How could | what, honey? Let the air conditionexdk? Since when have | known the first thing about
air conditioners? Okay, be honest—do you thinklilosse is okay? Professional enough? | had to
borrow it from Teeta, so it's a little big and— ©&lmost forgot. She picked up a few things far go

her lunch hour today . . . wasn't that nice? Sdmsssand T-shirts she thought you'd like—"

"How could you not have told me?"

"About the clothes? Because she wanted it to bgpase!”

"I'm not talking about Aunt Teeta! I'm talking abbow you lied to me!"

"Lied?" Mom was all attention now. Straighteniritg §ixed Miranda with a puzzled frown. "When?

About what?"

"You know what. Grandpa.”

The change was immediate on her mother's facestty fice, Miranda had always thought—and still
so incredibly young-looking, despite the linesathidaughter and pain around those wide, violes;age
spite of the gray highlights accenting that ddrkisder-length hair. But as Miranda continuedaoest

her mother's lips tightened, and those beautikg sgarked with anger.

"What about your grandpa?" Mom's voice had gore get Miranda pushed on.

"Everyone in school knows about him! Everyone wrt&nows about him! Everyone but me! How
could you? How could you have kept—"

"Miranda, calm down. | just . . ." Taking a deepdih, Mom glanced at the clock beside the kitchen
sink. "Look, | don't have time to talk about thggt now. Your aunt Teeta went to a lot of troublget

me this job interview, and | have to go."

"Thisis important!"

"Well, at the moment, this is more important. Wedhmoney so we can pay our own way. Get our own
"How can a stupid job interview—or a new house—eenimportant than my grandfather being a
mental case ?"

Miranda was shouting now, but her mother's toneawastionless. "I'm sorry you had to hear those
rumors. And I'm sure you . . . probably have qoest—"

"Gosh, Mom, do yothink?"

"But | can't go into it now. There's a lot to bielsand we'll need time. Maybe when | get back—"

"I don't know if Il be here. | have a big schpabject. | have to meet some kids to study.”

"Tomorrow, then. Another day won't make any differe "

"Of course not. | mean, what's one more day cordpargeventeen years?"

She watched her mother's lips open, then close. Mfaiched as her mother walked toward her and
reached out, even though Miranda immediately jesiesly.

"I didn't mean for you to find out like this—" Mobegan, but Miranda cut her off.

"How else was | going to find out?"

There was a long pause. Then Mom said firmly, fittdeant you discussing this with anyone. No matter
what people ask you, no matter what people say.ig hiprivate family matter, and it's no onelse’
business. Understand?"

Miranda didn't answer. The lump in her throat wkasdry cotton, and she closed her eyes against a
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furious sting of tears. Even when the screen daogédd shut, she refused to turn around—not till Mom
had driven completely away.

Il never trust her again. Never, as long asl liv

She latched the screen door, then sank slowlytbbatcouch. She could hear the soft whir of theldan,
not a single breeze stirred the air around herfeltteapped, her heart broken. When something wet
trickled down her cheek, she couldn't be surenbi sweat or tears or both. There's no way ltagin s
here. I'l die if | have to stay here.

Here, with all the lies and shame and questionserréts surrounding her. Here, with everyoneipgint
and whispering and gossiping behind her back. Badgh to be the new kid in town, the hurricane
refugee, the outsider—but the granddaughter dbthie crazy, too? I'm

more than a freak. I'm a total alien.

Back home, before the hurricane, she'd had so fmangs—Marge and Joanie, especially. The three of
them had been invincible and totally inseparalfiey@ been popular and smart—all of them honor
roll students. They'd joined the same clubs, veknaed on the same committees, won awards for the
yearbook and school paper, even triple-dated wieetiaey could. They'd studied together, shopped
together, spent hours on the beach, talking ardngisnd planning their futures. And now it's likey
never existed. Like it was all just a dream . . .

Of the three of them, Joanie's house had beemitheree left standing after the hurricane. Thereswe
some shingles gone, and some windows blown ouhé&tibodwaters had risen only over the front
porch and into one small section of their livingmo Nobody had expected the storm to be so fistoce,
destructive, so deadly. People had done the umu@ibagging, the usual boarding up of windows and
doors, the usual hoarding of groceries and wattery'dl felt confident to stay at home and ridelaist t
hurricane as they had so many others in the palsttl@s hurricane was different.

And by the time people realized jistwdifferent, it was already too late.

The beaches, of course, were the first to go. Hoase businesses, docks and boats, hotels full of
tourists—everything tossed like confetti, evengsplit like kindling. Huddled with her mother unde
mattress, Miranda felt their whole house fall tecps around her. Later, she wondered how theyd
managed to survive at all. Many hadnt.

Friends... neighbors... loved ones...pets—in tieerafth of the storm, as the death toll rose,lbeks
and grief became unbearable. Without homes dradgjlivithout the most basic of necessities, thulsa
of people turned helplessly to overcramped shgitadstheir once-beautiful community became a
wasteland.

Miranda still couldn't remember everything thatgeaped after the storm. Only that Joanie's fatiter ha
rescued them, coming in his boat and hauling tharaofdhe rubble. For a week Miranda and her mother
and Marge's family stayed together at Joanie'shdissussing their options and what to do. Whée t
grown-ups decided their fate, Miranda and her tegt friends clung to one another and cried. Gadl, ho
she missed them.

Joanie was still in Florida. Miranda had calledthat very first day in St. Yvette, and both oithiead
cried all over again. Marge's family was stayintpiends in Wisconsin, Joanie told her, and gave
Miranda the address and phone number.

"Mom says | can't run up Aunt Teeta's long-disténiteéMiranda had forced back a fresh wave of

tears. "And you know | don't have my cell phoneaonputer anymore. | don't know how much I'l be

able to call.”

Joanie's voice was heavy and sad. "So many pey@aioved away already. So many of our friends.
We're not going to graduate together, but, Mirayolatye got to keep in touch. We all do. Promise

me. Promise me wel'l always stay close.”

"I promise." Yet even as she said it, Miranda kmelaer heart that things would never be the same.
That she and Marge and Joanie would never bertie $avonder what you two are doing right now?
Thinking of me? Missing me as much as | miss you?
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It hurt too much, remembering. Every time she i heart felt broken all over again. Nobody
understands how unhappy | am . . . how alone. Notaxeés. She hated feeling sorry for herself, but
she didn't even know who she was anymore.

Worse, though, was the shame. This shabby apartvemd garage, this nothing little town. Handouts
and charity and having to ask for every singlegthdnd now this . . . My grandfather. The lunatic.

No . .. as much as she loved and missed herrieests, she doubted she'd be calling them again
anytime soon. Not till | have something to be hagpgut, not till my life gets better. Which meagser.
Pushing those thoughts firmly from her mind, Mirauigdt up from the couch. She'd taken only a couple
steps when suddenly she stopped, frowning, snifi@gur.

Smoke?

That faraway hint of smoke again . . . the sanmgtbine’d smelled that day as she and Mom drove into
town. Just like before, no more than a thought—aedethen gone again. Puzzled, she crossed the room
and peered out the open window above her bed. Nkesthere . . .

The garage stood quite a distance behind HayesHetise main house where her grandfather and
Aunt Teeta lived. Miranda could see only part atioss the sprawling expanse of lawn and the
moss-covered oak trees that shadowed the grassuf3g, she had no idea what the inside of that
house might look like—she'd been forbidden evestep through the door. But outside there were
gnarled old trees all around, and wrought-iron besador sitting, and a shady veranda with taltiori
columns. There were azaleas in front, and an ladeg in back, and at night the perfume from afi¢h
lovely plants soaked the hot, humid air, floatith¢he way up to her bed, almost sickeningly sweet.
Behind the house, the yard stretched for nearfyahaicre, before finally sloping down to a taiet

wall and the park that lay beyond.

Miranda had heard all about Rebel Park. It wasdlesd resting place of southern soldiers—not only
from the Civil War, but from every war since—and\8tette's consummate pride and joy. A tasteful
blend of memorial and family recreation, open selags a week but securely gated at night, a place
where people could make use of the walking pathveisas pay their respects.

From here, Miranda's view consisted of lush gealesge, tranquil pond; the oversize statue of a
Confederate drummer boy; and towering magnolia tfglee was glad the actual graveyard was on the
opposite end of the park. She couldn't imaginargpéut her window and seeing it there, so close,
every single day.

From somewhere in the distance, faint voices nedelouted, many voices together, yet too muiffied t
understand. She thought she heard a car backfiree=tice...five times. She decided it might laski
setting off firecrackers instead.

She felt uneasy all of a sudden. Nervous to bedtame, though she wasn't sure why. She'd never bee
afraid to stay alone before, but she couldn'ttsioging about that mysterious odor of smoke. Heaty
faint; disturbingly real, yet with no more substatizan a dream.

"I'm being ridiculous.” It made her angry to feelmsettled. Angry and vulnerable and fiercely
defensive. "I must have imagined it."

A cold breath touched the back of her neck.

"No," a voice whispered. "No . . . you're wrong."

4
"WHO'S THERE?" Panicked, Miranda whirled around. "Mom, is that®/ou

From where she stood, she could see the entire svam the tiny bathroom through its open doorway.
She could see her lone reflection in the full-laragitique mirror near the corner. She could sedkba
whole apartment was empty.
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And yet . . . something was here.

Slowly . . . steadily . . . the temperature seetod&® dropping. The air hung heavy and still. Saeted to
scream, to run, but her own voice was paralyzaetihanfeet stayed rooted to the floor.
"No...yourewrong..."

It spoke again, that voice. Coming from a placecsisen't find, from a person she couldn't see. A
whisper she heard perfectly, though the room wathigesilent.

A distinctly male voice. The voice of a strangekdice so hollow, so hopeless, it sent chills demthe
very pit of her soul.

Miranda choked out a cry. She didn't realize sbeth holding her breath; she had no idea how leeid s
been standing here, transfixed by the empty apattneund her.

But now she could feel the sticky heat, hear theafithe fan and the buzz of a housefly at thedaim
screen.

Had she slipped into a daydream? How much tim@assked? She remembered now: she was
supposed to go with her study group; they wereosiggpy to pick her up. Had she missed them? Had
they come and gone without her even hearing? Magyel assumed she wasn't home. Or maybe . . .
A prank?

Her cheeks burned at the thought of it. Maybedhaglyed a trick on her—hey, let's scare the ndw gi
with her Ghost Walk idea! Maybe they were downefearen now, with their tape recorder and spooky
voices, waiting for her to come out so they collldave their big laugh. Or maybe theyd run off
already— this'll freak her out, make her reallgittshe’s crazy!

Miranda flung open the door. She couldn't see autaide, but that didn't mean the group wasrifdpid
somewhere. And though she wasn't exactly sure ert&tle was trying to get away from the

source of the voice, or get to the source of tieeyshe stumbled out onto the landing and down the
steps at breakneck speed.

Too late, she saw the figure at the bottom ofttliess—the figure starting up as she was runningdow
Caught by the momentum, she didn't even havedisteout a warning before the two of them collided
full force.

"Whoa! You trying to kill me or just yourself ?"

Miranda reeled from the blow. As a pair of armadied her, she staggered back and gazed up at the
young man blocking her way.

He was easily six feet tall—long and lean in higldyuwworkboots, worn T-shirt, and jeans low on his
hips. The curved hollows of his cheeks were acaggdilby strong, high cheekbones, and she could see
taut ridges of sinewy muscle along the length i boms. His skin looked naturally tan. He hadkthic
waves of jet-black hair tousled almost to his stherd, and his sensuous lips were pressed ha@l into
frown.

He reminded her of some wild gypsy.

Once her initial shock had passed, Miranda wasusly annoyed. "What's wrong with you? It's not

like you didnt see me coming. Why didn't you geiob my way?"

"And let you fall?" His eyes reflected mock horidney were the blackest eyes she'd ever seen. "But

I'm so much more comfortable to land on than tivewday, yeah?"

The driveway, like so many back roads around tovas, a narrow, rutted path of crushed oyster shells.
Miranda's anger turned down a notch.

"You could've warned me," she muttered. Her healstopped pounding, though she still felt seousl
shaken. "How long have you been out here?"

He wasn't frowning at her now. His face was calthexpressionless, which was almost more
unnerving. "I'm not stalking you, if that's whatiyoean."

"Was someone just out here with you?"

"No."

"Are you sure? You weren' talking to anyone a teiago?"

"There's nobody here but me. And I'm pretty stilenbw if | was talking to myself."

"Look . . . I know I heard a voice."
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This time he raised an eyebrow, his gaze sweepé@rglte empty yard. "And just how long you been
hearing this voice?"

Was he teasing her? Being sarcastic? Whateves,itWianda didn't appreciate it. "Who are you,
anyway? What are you doing here?"

"Miss Teeta sent me to fix the air conditioner."

Miss Teeta. Miranda still wasn't used to all thisfashioned southern courtesy, so ripe with it

and respect—the yes ma'ams and no sirs and desgtesmn with good manners. The conclusion she'd
finally reached was that adults and old people veated with the utmost politeness, but if youewer
friends with them, you could preface their firstngawith Miss or Mr. Miss Teeta, the real estatg.lad
Miss Wanda, at the beauty shop. Mr. Louie, whogsrthe mail each day. Even Mom had already
lapsed into the etiquette of her upbringing—Mirahdd heard her referring to the neighbors down the
street as Miss Emmeline and Mr. Henry.

"S0. .. you gonna let me in?" the young man askied/oice was deep and slightly husky. Definigely
southern accent, but with something else—a traEesoich, maybe?—mixed in. Sort of musical and
mysterious. Sexy, even . ..

"How do | know your're telling the truth?" Mirandaad her ground. "You could be a burglar.”

Cocking his head, he jerked his chin toward thetrmegat. "Me, I'd have to be pretty desperate to rob
this place. Not much profit these days in laceegodnd gumbo pots."

So he had been in the apartment before. Stilgtgmaintain her dignity, Miranda conceded witlug
nod and led the way upstairs.

"Mmmm . . . bet you're really hot," she heard hiommale behind her.

"Bxcuse me?"

"With the air-conditioning broken"—his tone wasiatiocence—"it's gotta be over a hundred degrees in
As the screen door closed behind them, he stragtid@the window unit and immediately began an
inspection. Miranda stood watching a moment, tbhek & seat on the couch. There was no whispery
voice in here now.

Could I have imagined it?

"I've told Miss Teeta a thousand times, it's nalgodkeep fixing this ole piece of junk. Everything

gotta die sometime." The young man seemed tokegtahore to himself than to her. As Miranda
watched, he wrestled the air conditioner off theusd set it carefully on the floor.

The prospect of spending even one more minutesihdiat was unthinkable. "You mean you can't fix

"l can fix anything, cher."

"That's not my name," she corrected him. And ayen‘just pretty impressed with yourself, Mr. Refaaly.
For a split second he looked almost amused, butikdeatures went unreadable once more. While he
knelt down to resume his work, she gave him anactivéyus appraisal. She hadn't noticed those scars
on his arms before—faint impressions, some straghte jagged, some strangely crisscrossed. She
wondered briefly if he'd been in an accident whewas younger.

Her eyes moved over the rest of his body. He wa tnoscrewing the back off the air conditioner, his
movements quick and fluid. She saw him glanceraghd she quickly looked away.

"Sorry about what happened,” he said. There was/kward pause before he added, "To you and
your mama—the hurricane and all. Must be tought yihare going through.”

Miranda stared at him as he bent forward, hisfalling down around his face, shielding it fromwie
"How do you know about that?"

"Everybody knows about that. And if they didneality know before you came, I'm sure they knew five
minutes after you got here." He shrugged, buttdidi up. "Small town. You'l get used to it."

No, you're wrong. Il never get used to it. Ber get used to people knowing my business alimyany
privacy. Only Marge and Joanie shared those thwithsne. Only them.

"I hate it here." The words were out, bitter angrgrbefore Miranda could stop them. Embarrassed,
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she turned her attention to the floor. Great. Nibprbbably be quoted on the six o'clock news . .
Repair Guy, however, didn't seem at all offendéolil change your mind."

"What do you mean, I'll change my mind?" Anotteestlof anger went through her. "You don't even
knowme."

"The town, it has a way of pulling you in." He stied back on his heels. He wiped his face acrass on
sleeve of his T-shirt, leaving a smear of dirt mfdrehead and down his left cheek. "And maylbeik
you a whole lot better than you think."

Flustered, Miranda groped uselessly for a comeback.

"You really did hear someone before, didn't yougfikéd her with a calm, deliberate stare. "Andtwha
about the screams? Have you heard those, too?"

5

MIRANDA COULDNT MOVE. Itwas as if every muscle had frozen in place @amariind had gone
completely blank.

She had a sense of his scrutiny, a sense of hezawviusion, an endless silence—but it wasn'hil t
screen door burst open that she was finally algtitoble up from the couch.

"Why, here yall are!" With a delighted laugh, Allieeta hurried in, her plump arms spread wide, her
blue eyes sparkling. "l didn't see your truck olgtsEtienne! | was afraid maybe you wouldn't hiewe t
for me today."

Etienne? Miranda shot him a startled glance justias Teeta caught him up in a hug. Hadn't thase ki
in class been talking about someone named Etienne?

"Hey, Miss Teeta," he said. "Uncle Frank had todwoit— he'll be passing by in a minute to get me."
He still hadn't smiled, Miranda noted, but he tiskem to mind Aunt Teeta's enthusiastic show of
affection.

"All right now, tell me." Releasing him, Aunt Teetast a hopeful look at the air conditioner. "Caun fyx
it—one more time?"

"You know | can.”

Another hug. Another laugh. It was always that wily Aunt Teeta. Arms open wide to hug everybody
in sight, and that big, warm, contagious laughrtrede everyone within earshot laugh right alonig wit
her.

Except Miranda didn't feel much like laughing.

"So how do you like my handyman?" Aunt Teeta gidete, pulling Miranda close. "Isn't he a genius?"
Miranda managed a nod.

"l wasn't sure your mama told you he was comingritAeeta went on. "But | see you two have
already met."

Repair Guy answered smoothly. "We sort of . . intneach other.”

"Well, I'm so glad. Etienne, this is my niece, Mala. | wasn't exaggerating now, was |? About how
beautiful she is?"

"No, ma'am, you werent exaggerating at all.”

With a silent groan, Miranda glanced longinglyhat door while her aunt bustled back across the.room
"And Miranda, this is Etienne Boucher. I'm surphgall don't know each other from school.” "I"ezhb
working the last few days," Etienne said.

"It's one of those special programs, Miranda.” Auggta’s voice lowered, as though sharing some grea
secret. "He goes to school part-time, and thefdése time he works. And he still manages to challm
the ladies in town."

For the first time, Etienne seemed almost embawdlass

"And my, but he cleans up good—I've seen him." \lopkt Miranda, Aunt Teeta was perfectly
deadpan. "It just goes to show you—you can't jadgeasy ole book by its cover."
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Hooting with laughter, she gave Etienne one lagtthmen headed outside. "I've got some houses to
show this afternoon," she called over her shoulBet.the door's open, and there's iced tea arahpec

pie. You know where to find them."

"Thanks." Etienne hoisted the air conditionerlngaarms. "Another time, maybe."

"Whenever you can, hon. You know you're alwaysevete Oh, and about the heat in here—"

“I'l make sure Uncle Frank brings a unit by ang geunning. Y'all can use it till this one'sdtk”

"Darlin’, you are my hero of the day!"

"Wait up—!ll walk out with you."

Miranda could only stand there and watch them lge.cBuldn't believe it. "And what about the
screams?" he'd said. And now he was acting athihgdhad happened. He'd totally blindsided het, an
now he was leaving. "Have you heard those, too?"

She started after him, but suddenly noticed thekclthose kids from her class would be here any
second to pick her up, and she wasn't halfway ready

Damn. Why did | ever agree to study with them?d3t@’er be able to concentrate. She'd never be able
to come up with any ideas. Not now. Not after wizat happened to her today, not after what Etienne
had just said.

Who is this guy?

She barely managed to change clothes before &laoed from the driveway, sending her reluctantly
downstairs.

"Hey!" Parker exclaimed. "A woman who's actuallyiore. You paying attention, Ash?"

Parker sat behind the wheel of a gleaming red ctiblee—a BMW, Miranda recognized at once—with
Ashley perched next to him, and Roo smoking aeitgain the backseat. Etienne was leaning aghast t
car, head lowered, arms crossed on Parker's dedfirAnda got closer, he reached casually for
Roo's cigarette, took a drag, then handed it bgak aGage was nowhere to be seen.

"Mosquito bait." Scooting over, Roo stared at Migg bare legs. "You should've worn jeans.”

"Her shorts are fine," Ashley argued. "l brougtg boray.”

Roo had added more makeup, Miranda noticed—mock Bfaund the eyes, a black outline around
the lips—and the black hair with its purple streaks now gathered into a strange, twisted configara
on top of her head. Miranda tried not to stareshatcouldn't help it. As Roo slid over to makemwpo
Miranda was taken with the girl's exotic eyes—thale color of soft, smoky green. Heavy-lidded gyes
daunting in their boldness, yet, at the same tilis&gnt . . . almost dreamy. It was unsettlingaklinto
those eyes. Miranda wondered if it was unsettiingveryone.

"—well see yall there!”

Startled, Miranda realized that Ashley was talkmBtienne, who'd pulled back from the car. Inrtbet
second, Parker had revved the engine and shahentoad, making conversation next to impossible.
"Parker, for heaven's sake, slow down!"

The BMW decelerated smoothly into the speed IiRdtker grinned as Ashley glared at him.

"Quit showing off," she scolded, then turned hientibn to Miranda. "l don't know how much of St.
Yvette you've seen so far, but | really think ydlke the Falls. It's a ways out of town though, s

people sort of forget about it."

"I don't." Roo frowned. "l go there a lot."

"And that way we sort of forget about you, too.fdeaspoke up. "So it works out great.”

Determined, Ashley kept on. "There's hardly evgbady out there. That's why we like it so much.”
"Well, that and the poisonous swamp. And the méingediamondback water snakes. Don't forget
those." In the rearview mirror, Parker's eyes vadatramatically. "And then one day . . . the nelwgiown
went off to the Falls with her friends.” His vomeepened, horror-movie style. "And she was never
seen again.”

"Parker, will you stop? That's not funny.”

Though Parker was laughing, Miranda didn't thimkais funny either—especially since she'd just
suspected them of trying to terrorize her. Notshatsuspected them anymore— not after Etienne's
disturbing comment—abut then again, what did shiydeaow about these kids? What did she really
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know about Etienne?

Her thoughts grew darker and anxious. Mom said bekhfe here in St. Yvette; Mom said our lives
would be normal. But that was before | knew abaain@pa, before | heard that voice and those
screams in the night—

"—the Falls," Ashley was explaining once more. ¥ldo the water than it used to be. | wish tHey'd
it so it wouldnt flood."

This time Miranda did her best to focus. "Sat's like, a waterfall?"

"No." Roo exhaled a stream of smoke. "It's likeganetery."

"A real cemetery?"

"I told you this was a bad idea." Taking a last,gebo tossed the cigarette. "l told you it woulebk
her out too much.”

"I didn't say | was freaked out. | just askedvfdts a real cemetery."”

"Actually, it's a park and a cemetery—" Ashley lvedmut Roo cut her off.

"There was a big battle here during the Civil \WWaud afterward, there were lots of dead Yankee
soldiers who couldn't be identified. So when noladaiyned their bodies, the town built a cemetery fo
them." She paused, chewed thoughtfully on a $had fingernail. "Originally, it was called Sitéthe
Fallen Union. But over the years, it got shortdngdst the Falls.”

"And therein lies the irony!" Parker grinned. "Besa, as we all know, it wasn't the Union that ened
faling."

Straining forward, Roo tilted the rearview mirrortbat Parker's face disappeared from view. Helgalm
readjusted it.

"There's so much Civil War stuff here in St. Yveteshley said. "Especially on the Brickway. Didiyo
know that practically everything on the Brickwaypigr two hundred years old?"

Miranda swept windblown hair from her eyes. "l k#unt Teeta mentioned something about that."
Aunt Teeta had mentioned quite a lot of things eBauyvette, but Miranda had paid little attention
She'd never been patrticularly interested in historgt of where she'd lived before, or anyplace Blse.
one thing she'd learned in her short time herdiveashese townspeople were fiercely proud and
protective of their heritage. And they never seetoggiow tired of talking about it.

"The Brickway goes in a circle," Ashley explain&bout a mile long from start to finish, with—how
many buildings?" Glancing at Roo but getting np,tsile guessed. "Fifteen? Twenty?"

Miranda made a supreme effort to be polite. "Adidw is that it's a street made out of bricks,iesd
about a block away from Aunt Teeta's house."

"Oh, that's right!" Ashley remembered. "Hayes Hagigeur family's house! Well, it isn't actually iie
Brickway, but it's still considered part of the tdiic District. We have a really nice museum herts—i
run by the Historical Society. And it has guidel®akd brochures and all kinds of information. And
Roo and I were thinking—"

"You were thinking," Roo corrected, though Ashigryared her.

"—we were thinking the Brickway might be the perfdace to put your Ghost Walk." "It's

not my—" Miranda began once again, but Ashley tiahen slow down.

"So if each of us took a few buildings and did soesearch on them, I'm sure we could find lots of
great scary stories, right?"

"The Falls is supposed to be haunted," Roo saxgthshe couldn't have sounded more indifferenttabo
it.

"So much for folklore,” Parker added. "Have anysoéver seen one single ghost in all the timegwe'v
been there?"

"Not all those bodies at the Falls got buried mts,” Roo explained. "A lot of Union soldiers were
dumped in shallow graves, or mass graves—andsimerélling how many ended up in the bayou.
There were probably hundreds never even fountl biraan, they couldn't have picked up every body
part lying around.”

"So be careful, Miranda," Parker warned. "You migdr a whole lot of little phantom feet marching
around there."
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"Ewwww!" Ashley jerked back in alarm.

"Ah, don't worry," Parker soothed her. "That's wieyalways bring Roo along. To scare creepy things
anay."

Roo shot him a glance. "Then how come you'réeti#?"

Without warning the car swerved into the oncomamgel As the girls screamed, Parker veered back on
course and looked immensely pleased with himself.

"Will you quit doing that!" Ashley was furious.Hite when you do that! Don't you realize how

dangerous it is?"

"Oh, no, Parker. Please. Do it again." Roo staiietygat the back of his head. "l just love that
sensation of flying through the air and splattertga tree." Parker

didn't seem the least bit contfifes | was saying—"

"You've said enough. Now quit being a jerk, angbkezir eyes on the road." Still visibly shaken,

Ashley twisted around to face the backseat. "The If@s really gone downhill. It's not nearly aseras

it used to be. Not at all like the Confederate ¢erngén town."

Roo grimaced. "Hard to believe Rebel Park was arizgtlefield. All that suffering and death.”

"I thought you liked suffering and death," Parkeetv back. "I mean . . . you always look like Strfig

and death.”

"Parker, watch where you're going " Ashley's vareet shrill. "For God's sake!"

As the speedometer dropped down again, Miranddnshetyes and clutched the edge of her seat. "So
Rebel Park, the one behind Hayes House, was tied battlefield?"

"I'm not sure.” Ashley considered a moment. "I méarmas a huge battle. So the park was probably
only part of the battlefield."

Once more, Parker looked in the rearview mirroaclBthen, all this area was farmland and woods and
swamps. That's where most of the fighting happéregitown was pretty much spared—mainly
because the Union army used it for their headagsarte

"Parker's mom works at the Historical Society." Blanced at Miranda. "He really isn't that smaitdugh
Miranda had opened her eyes again, she felt edgyistracted. Something was tugging at the coafiers
her mind, something vaguely familiar that she etutghite identify. "—slaughter,” a voice said.

Miranda jumped. She looked at Roo, who was gaewejly back at her.

"The battle of St. Yvette was a complete slaugh&am said again. "The Confederates never had a
chance. You can read about it—all the accountscarally gruesome.”

Parker winced. "Can you tell by now that she'gmedib gruesome?"

"There was so much smoke, it was like nighttimeyouldn't even see the sun.”

"Guns and cannons," Parker clarified, while Astiegw each of them a pleading glance.

Feeling more anxious by the minute, Miranda triexddest not to show it. Roo's eyes were still fied
hers in a bold, unwavering stare. Almost as theliglgirl sensed her sudden vulnerability and was
closing in for the Kill.

"They said the air was actually wet." Roo's tone samber. "Wet and red. From all the blood spraying
evenywhere."

Reaching back, Ashley pounded Roo on the kneest &imaking that up! Just to be disgusting! Now
stop it right—"

"Actually, she's not," Parker broke in. "Makinggt | mean. She is disgusting."

From the look on his face, it was obvious how nthighpained him, taking Roo's side. "The battigtof
Yvette was one of the bloodiest ever recorded arthia area. But then, the Civil War was also the
bloodiest war up to that time."

And the nag was still there, that persistent litlg in Miranda’s head, refusing to be ignorgalidhed her
to the edge of her seat and leaned her in cld3arker. "Why was it the bloodiest?" she asked him.
Nodding, Parker spoke louder. "Partly becausesdbtitiets. Up till then, bullets were round—they
didn't hit their targets that well, and they tentieldounce off bone. But during the Civil War, therere
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these new conical bullets that were heavier ane pminted. A lot more accurate. A whole lot more
blood. Bad infections, too. When a bullet like tiog¢ through a guy's skin, it took dirt and peftsis
clothes and who knows what else with it. It wastprauch a death sentence.” "Bet

you're glad you asked." Roo slanted a look at Maan

But Miranda had sunk back into her own uneasy thisughe knew what it was now, that restlessness
in her mind—the memory of that strange, familiaebnAnd while Parker had been talking, she could
swear that smell had come to her again—a faint@idanoke mingled with . . . what? Sulfur? Flesh?
Blood?

"Oh my God," Miranda murmured.

"Oh, Miranda, | know." Ashley was quick to sympadhil can't stand to hear about blood either.'t can
stand to look at blood. | can't even stand to thbbdut it! So yall talk about something else,

okay?"

As Ashley went on to scold Roo and Parker, Miraswdeacely listened. What she'd heard and smelled
earlier had seemed so totally real. And now thiss-@livil War battle—was it related somehow? She'd
never even heard of the battle of St. Yvette. Nstglied a single detail about it, never readglesin
historical account. Didn't have the slightest kmalge about artillery smoke or bullets.

So how could this be possible, when it all sourttiazly, even to herself? Because | can't be sure, ca

I? How can | be absolutely sure that I've smeliedbattle smoke—that I've heard the cries of the
wounded and dying?

Once again she felt overwhelmed with uncertaintyust have seen something about that battle—on TV
maybe, or in a magazine. Because the other canighé's too impossible to be true.

And what on earth had ever possessed her to tAink i

6

RESTLESSLY, Miranda tried to concentrate on the scenery flpast. It occurred to her that she
hadn't noticed any buildings for a while—other tharabandoned gas station and a couple of rotted
barns. Trees closed in from both sides of the madithe road itself had begun to narrow, windimg o
beneath scattered canopies of moss. When Parkerarsadiden left turn into the woods, Miranda felt
as if they were all being swallowed alive.

What have | gotten myself into?

The paved road began to disappear. Soon it wasgattore than a trail of mud and crushed oyster
shells rutted deep with tire tracks, and barelyeveidough for the car. Trees grew even thicker here,
shutting out the light. Moss brushed over the fdgeohead, and she slid lower in her seat.

Even the air had changed. Heavy and wet and avy@zlyvith smells, and a promise of water close by.
These smells were different from the wind-and-sedch she was used to. These smells were secret and
primal and dark.

"Here we are," Parker announced, and the car litohee sudden stop. As he killed the engine, a whve
silence engulfed them.

Miranda sat there, eyes and ears straining totaSjaight ahead of her, among moss-shrouded trees
was the Union cemetery they'd told her about, agdral that, the murky waters of Bayou St. Yvette.
"Come on!" Ashley called, and Miranda realized pwee else was out of the car. "This way!" But

Miranda didn't move. She couldn't stop staringeatemetery.

In a halfhearted attempt at maintenance, someahebtantly clipped back weeds and underbrush,
leaving a few stone urns holding plastic flowerdt tBe old tombs—no more than a dozen and built
aboveground—Ilay scattered at odd angles with iaherder. Some resembled low-lying slabs,
suggesting only one or two occupants; others steady as tall as Parker, indicating several ibneal
compartments, stacked one upon another. None vakedwith names. No grass grew between
them. Peeling whitewash hung like scabs, leavipg methe powdery brick and rotted plaster. Some
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tombs had actually sunk into the ground; otherg partially washed away, victims of too many
floodwaters, she guessed.

Hundreds dead and only these few pitiful graves.

Remembering what Roo had said earlier, Miranda er@adust how many abandoned soldiers had lain
in mass graves all these many years, or in thgmwen tangle of the woods, or at the bottom of the
bayou.

Despite the sweltering heat, she rubbed a chili fier arms. That heaviness in the air was growing
worse—oppressive almost—the way a room could feelvit held too many people.

With a sheer effort of will, she climbed out of tte and caught up with the others. They weragitt an
old picnic table in a small, concrete shelter.

"Oh, there you are!" Ashley motioned Miranda doeside her. "Wasn't | right? Isnt it nice here?"

Miranda thought fast. "Well . . . there's atmospltlat's for sure.”

"I could never come here all by myself. But whelwBmad or sad or worried about something, this is
where she always runs away to."

"Yeah." Parker sighed. "Too bad she always rurishmane again.”

"And thank you so much, Ash." Roo forced a saashamile. "For sharing my secret place with
everybody in the whole entire universe."

"Oh, Roo, | didnt—Look, there's Etienne. | hopedmembered to pick up Gage."

Miranda craned her neck for a better view. Whassisewas an old muddy pickup truck lurching
slowly along the road, then coming to a stop atbirty feet behind Parker's BMW. There was a half
trailer hitched to the back—aboth it and the trueld lvere full. Among the cargo, Miranda could piagk o
lawn mowers, ladders, chain saws, and a generator.

Jumping casually to his feet, Parker flashed aeagimdy smile. "Just stay put now, ladies—I'll $¢émely
need any help. | have to get the cooler out of anyanyway."

Miranda caught the quick glance Roo shot him—sanggthetween curiosity and outright suspicion.
"Dont bother," Roo said, just as casually. "tlit

Before Parker had a chance to respond, Roo tunukstarted walking. Parker's expression tighteoed f
a second, then went carefully neutral as he hdadEtlenne's truck.

"Wait, Roo, we'll go with you." Ashley gesturedMidanda. "There's some blankets in the trunk, and |
forgot the darn bug spray.”

Miranda was only too glad to join them—any distascto keep her mind off the day's unsettling esient
Reaching the convertible, Ashley popped the trunckstarted digging inside. Roo immediately hauled
out a small ice chest and opened the lid.

For a moment Roo stood there, staring down intadber. Then, pulling out a beer, she turned to
Ashley and held up the can.

"Nice, Ash. Star quarterback busted for drinkingaif.”

"He's not getting busted. And he's not drinking—liketbefore. Especially not since our last fight."

"So what's this?" Roo's glance moved between Aahig¥etienne’s truck, where the three guys were
deep in conversation. "A root beer in disguise?"

"It's not like he's the only guy at school who &éger once in a while. It's no big deal.”

"It will be when his coach finds out."

"Well, Coach doesn' ever have to find out." Thelization was clear. "Unless somebody tells him."
"Nobody has to tell Coach anything, Ashley. It'saimg all the things you can find out about a ghgnv
he pees in a cup.” Roo gave a mock wave. "Surgisiset-bye, Parker! Good-bye, scholarship!
Good-bye, multimillion-dollar career!

"He's not even playing right now—not till his shdeifs completely healed. And anyway, one little bee
wont make any difference.”

"He's scary enough when he's driving and hasn'tdneding.” Roo's tone was mildly chastising. "Or
havent you noticed?"

Ignoring the comment, Ashley reached back intartirk, grabbing some blankets and the bug repellent
"You're not helping him, you know," Roo persisté¥u're enabling him. You're just afraid he'll dump
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you if you don't go along with what he wants."

Ashley tossed her things at Roo. "Here. You bhegé. Il take the cooler."”

It was obvious to Miranda that the argument was-eviough she seriously doubted if either side had
won. Unsure what to do, she watched Ashley hastdoler and march away.

"Love really is blind." Roo let out a gloomy sidtoVe is also dangerous, insane, and highly overtate
There was a long pause before Miranda finally asked you speaking from personal experience?"
"No, from Ashley's personal experience. Sisteralagehighly overrated.”

"You two are sisters?" Miranda hadn't meant tod@oarshocked, but Roo took it in stride.

"Why are people always so surprised by that? Yeeale sisters. Stepsisters, actually. But our p&ren
got together when we were both three years old—esgewever felt like stepsisters. We're not
anything alike though."

No kidding. Miranda almost smiled.

At the sound of approaching voices, she turneddd’srker, Gage, and Etienne walking past. Etienne
mumbled something she couldn't quite catch. Plégrhis eyes straight ahead, while Gage shotdghem
quick glance.

Roo tossed the blankets into the backseat, thelnegdor Miranda’'s arm. "Stand here and hold your
breath.”

Miranda felt the first cold squirt of bug sprayf@e she could move, Roo had doused her from top to
bottom, and she was choking on fumes.

"There. That should do it." After pitching the @ato the trunk again, Roo slammed down the lid and
leaned back against the car. She fished a cigarettmatches from her jeans pocket. Then she lit up
and inhaled a slow, satisfied breath. "So whatddlyink of Etienne?"

The abrupt question caught Miranda completelywdird. She said the first thing that popped into her
mind. "He came to fix our air conditioner."

"Yeah, everybody calls Etienne when something breaioesn't work right. He can fix anything. He's
got the touch."

"So he said," Miranda recalled.

"Besides, he really needs the money."

Miranda felt suddenly awkward. It wasn't her bussrte discuss Etienne's private life—yet she cthiidip
being a little curious.

"He and his mama run swamp tours back in the baio. flicked ashes into the trampled weeds.
"Tourists really like that kind of thing, don't asle why. He works construction jobs, too. Mows lswn
Cuts trees, takes fishermen out in his boat. Btefthat."

"Quite a résume."

"And not bad to look at either."” Roo arched an eyeld'Or havent you noticed?"

"l dont even know him."

"You don't have to know him to notice."

Miranda hedged. "Well . . . sure. | guess he'sdiindte.”

"Cute? Kind of? I'd say that's the understateni¢mé@entury.”

"Does he have a girlfriend or something?" As Riokdtl her an inquisitive glance, she added quickly,
"He keeps calling me Cher."

Clearly amused, Roo shook her head. "It's not @&niéisa . . ." She thought a minute. "It's like a
nickname . . . like what you call somebody whenligetthem. Like ‘hey, love' or 'hey, honey oy,he

dariin'. It's sort of a Cajun thing."

Miranda felt like a total fool. No wonder Etienredgotten that look on his face when she'd cod de
about her name.

"His dad's side is Cajun," Roo explained. '"Thatisre Etienne gets that great accent.”

Miranda’s curiosity was now bordering on fascimati&he knew very little about Cajuns—only the few
facts Aunt Teeta had given her. Something abouirthmal Acadians being expelled from Nova Scotia
in the eighteenth century, and how they'd finadiyesl up settling all over south Louisiana. And how
they'd come to be so well known for their hardyErepioneer stock, tight family bonds, strong faith
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and the best food this side of heaven.

"Before?" Roo went on. "When he walked by? He al&81g to you in French. Well . . . Cajun French,
actually.”

"He was?" Miranda wanted to let it go, but the tiatigm was just too great. "What'd he say?"

"He said, 'Let's get to know each other.™

A hot flush crept up Miranda's cheeks. It wasdlsething she'd expected to hear, and she wdg total
flustered. Maybe Roo was making it up, just poliimgat her—after all, she didn't quite know what to
make of Roo.

"Oh," was the only response Miranda could think of.

"He and Gage are cousins, you know."

This was even more shocking than Roo and Ashleglstepsisters. "l had no idea.”

"First cousins. Their mothers are sisters—twingniae's mama got cancer a few years ago. She was so
sick for a while, we were all scared. She's betierthough. They're a really close family—Gage
always says it's like he and Etienne each havewvos. And Gage's daddy helps them out a lot—he
owns a fleet of trawlers—he hires Etienne on witlchews during shrimp season.”

"What about Etienne's father?"

“I'm so sorry."

"Dont be." Roo shrugged. "Didnt you notice trexssgs on Etienne's arms? His daddy beat him—and

his mama—on a regular basis."

Miranda looked away. The unexpected reality atkened her. This was something that happened on
crime shows, not to people she knew.

"We better get back," Miranda said, not wantiniggar any more. Gathering up the blankets, she tried
to switch gears. "So, are you . . . and Gagm®gether?"

"What? Gage and me?" Wryly amused, Roo took angtlifiesf nicotine. "Here's the thing about Gage and
me. We've lived next door to each other since kijaatten. There's not much about each other we

dont know."

"So. .. best friends forever? That sort of tHing?

"We did have sex once." Roo was matter-of-factt tBen we decided—why ruin a perfect

friendship?" Holding her cigarette at arm's lergjtie, casually studied the black and purple lipstick
smudges around its filter. "He was amazing."

"l....see." Miranda couldn't tell if she wasggieased, shocked, or confided in. "Thanks veghmu

for sharing.”

"Of course, he'd be completely mortified if he kriieltold you. He has this real problem about slgari
personal stuff.”

Roo pushed herself away from the car, droppeddpmette butt, and ground it underfoot. Then she
walked off without a word, leaving Miranda to tdagéhind. By the time the two of them reached the
cemetery, the others were already engaged inadigeussion.

"There's always the Historical Society. And theiésdf the Southland." Lounging back on top of the
picnic table, Gage drew up one knee and drapedrhiacross it. "Parker's mom could help with that."
Parker recoiled in mock horror. Taking the blankeis Miranda, he spread them on the ground,
plopped down, and pulled Ashley down beside hirhbatinering to hide the beer he was drinking. "No!
No way! Leave my mom out of this.”

"Just see if she'l talk to us, Parker,” Ashleigtad. "Think of it as investigative reporting.”

"Hey. Lois Lane. Mom and | don't like seeing edtieoany more than we have to. What part of no
way don't you understand?"”

Etienne was leaning against a tree, arms foldechzvehest. Now that Miranda knew his family
background, it was all she could do not to statieose faded, telltale marks over his skin.

"What's up, Boucher?" Roo greeted him. "Is that gorewdriver, or are you just glad to see me?"

While everyone groaned, Etienne spread his arnmes Wdu just have that effect on me, cher.”

Roo grabbed a soda from the cooler, then settlsdlheomfortably on a low-lying tomb. She motioned
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Miranda to sit with her.

"We have to decide how to start our research, &sdid. "Like, should we look for information on

the whole town, or just one specific area. Rool aedided we should all focus on the Brickway."
"You decided we should all focus on the Brickw&gb mumbled, popping the tab on her can.

Gage nodded. "Ashley’s right. If this is a walkimgy, some kids in our class might not want to walk
veryfar.

"If, in fact, anybody wants to walk on this touakt' Parker couldn't help adding. "Come onwve're

not really going to do this ghost stuff, are we?"

Ashley rolled her eyes. "Well then, maybe we shbalek transportation. Maybe we could use our
cars?"'

"Our cars? Etienne and | are the only ones witlelstie

"What a perfectly brilliant idea, Ash." Roo shot bister a bland look. "Ghost BMW. No . . . wait.
Ghost Truck. I'm all tingly with dread."

"Or Ghost SUV?" Despite Ashley's wounded expresBlarker clasped his hands beseechingly at
Gage. "Oh, pretty please, can we use your morigamit|

Ashley's lips tightened. "Parker, this is serious!"

"Look, I know it's half our grade." Easing back ap've took a swig of beer and tried to reason with
her. "But let's face it—the whole thing's pretiypsl. And impossible."

“It's not stupid. And why is it impossible? All iaave to do is research old places that might be
"And just how do you propose we do that? Oh wéitolw— let's just knock on people's doors.
Excuse me, we're doing a survey—are there anyyogbests living in your house? Ash, come on. We
can' force things to be haunted just so they eaitdse enough to walk to."

A disappointed silence fell. For several minutesyane seemed lost in thought, till Etienne unfiblde
himself from the tree.

"Don't yall know anything about your own town?" Walked over to the cooler and pulled out a beeer. T
Miranda, who watched him, he moved with all thecgrand stealth of a predatory cat.

"Well, 'm not going to flunk this project,” Ashlegid crossly, “just because Parker's an idiot."

Roo promptly frowned. "Where's your compassionkdPaan't help being an idiot.”

"Okay now, listen." Holding up both hands, Etiemmioned for quiet. "l think Ashley's idea is thayw

to go. Say we start at the Battlefield Inn. Foltbx Brickway going east, past the park. We gotlus a
those old buildings to pick from—there's gotta leaty dark stories there, yeah? So if we do thdavho
mile circle of the Brickway with our little tourggts, I'm guessing it should take about an hour."

Ashley gazed at him admiringly. "Which is exactyHong Miss Dupree said our presentations should
el

Approving looks passed back and forth. After & ipéeise, Etienne continued.

"That Ghost Walk in New Orleans." He turned to klifa "A lotta atmosphere, yeah?"

Miranda did her best to remember. "Sort of a wigdoute— | mean, it was easy to lose all sense of
direction, and a couple times the guide swore we lost."

"For effect”

"Definitely for effect. There were alleys and baets and little courtyards. Lots of closed-irceta

lots of shadows and dead ends. Low doorways wéoldietk under, things like that. And sometimes
ghosts came out of the dark and scared us."

"Right there on the tour?" Ashley's eyes widenBuak ‘ghosts actually let you see them in person?”

"No," Parker said. "Only in spirit."

"Actors, Ashley.” While the others laughed, Miraitriizd to hold back a smile. "Just people pretendin
to be ghosts."

Ashley looked immensely relieved. "Oh, | get itkd.ia big outdoor haunted house!"

"Come on, yall. This has gotta be about morejtistuiscaring people,” Etienne reminded them. The
laughter died down. All attention shifted backitfhce.

“It's about the town," he went on. "Finding outuatiihe history of St. Yvette and—"
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"Okay, we get it," Parker broke in impatiently. &Tistory of the town. All its evil secrets andaivnsd
mysteries; and the skeletons in its closets; andutses; and the big, bad, bloody murders; and the
crazy weirdos—"

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence as afl &y@ised on Miranda. Even Parker had the grace to
look embarrassed.

"No offense,” he mumbled.

"Okay! Great!" Ashley did her best to divert atamt"Miss Dupree wants a rough outline MondayleB®
start working on ideas and meet again tomorrowriping up from the blanket, she chattered just a
little too brightly. "Outside the inn, ten o'clo€Bh, Etienne—you can come, right?"

"Sure." Slowly he ran a hand back through his'i#grlong as I'm at work by one."

"Perfect! We can walk the route and time it. Arekmut which buildings are . . . historic.”

"They're all historic," Roo said.

"Well . . . scarily historic.”

"If each of us looks up just one or two buildingshouldn't be that hard.” Gage slid lightly te feiet. "I
don't mind doing some research tonight.”

Parker stretched and stood, wrapping his arms@wsiiey and nuzzling her neck. "Yeah, that's
exactly what we had in mind, too. Right, Ash? Sgow, basic, investigative research.”

"Forget it." Pushing him off, Ashley tried to kesegtraight face. "Only if you're a ghost.”

Roo raised her hand. "No problem there. I'l be wiill him."

It didn't take long to pack up. They gathered titvngs, and made one last survey of the areanlfira
was still wondering how she could approach Etiegeihim alone, ask him to explain those strange
comments he'd made back at the apartment. Puagtinghis, she noticed Parker gulping the lasisof h
beer. In true quarterback style, he drew backrhisaad let the can fly toward one of the tombisit lits
mark, bounced off, and ricocheted across sevena graves. Foam splattered onto the nameless
markers and ran down into the weeds.

"Touchdown!" he roared. "And the crowd goes wild !"

But it wasn't a crowd that came bursting througtiribes just then. Wide-eyed and stumbling and
gasping for breath.

The old man stopped just a few feet away. Atdli@bce, he could have been a corpse risen from some
lost grave, his stringy white hair matted with lesand twigs, his torn clothes a muddy shroudjauist
face and bony arms smeared with dirt and bloodwégred to one side, shaking violently from head to
toe. And then, as the others stood paralyzed,stargd frantically toward the woods.

"Cant you hear him?" the old man mumbled. "Hetstop. He won' rest. And God forgive me.. ..
'msotired..."

Miranda felt a slight movement behind her. She

heard Roo whisper in her ear.

"Well, Miranda . . . meet your grandfather."

7

MIRANDA COULDNT BELIEVE IT.

Jonas Hayes? This scary old man babbling incohenerftont of her? With the terrified face and
snarled, scraggly beard? And looking nothing dikallthe grandfather in her photograph?

Because she knew what her grandfather lookedsliles] kept that photograph.

Even though Mom had taken it away from her thst tiime and put it back in the box on that highfshe

in the closet. And even though Mom had forbidderekier to snoop through that closet again. Miranda
had done it anyway.

She'd waited for Mom to leave the house, and tyaneéxt chance she got, she'd taken the photograph
hidden it in a brand-new secret place, among het cherished treasures.
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She'd looked at it so many times.

And on that fateful day of the hurricane—for sotr@gje reason she still didn't understand—she'd
suddenly had an overwhelming urge to pull the pbotdrom the loose floorboard under her bed and
stuff it deep down inside one pocket of her jeans.

She loved that picture. When she and Mom movedtietgarage apartment, she'd slipped it, all
crumpled and dog-eared, beneath her mattresgd&esping. She didn't even have to look at it
anymore to recall her grandfather's face—she'd mimeddhat face perfectly through the years.

That kind-looking, quiet-looking scarecrow of a m@araggy and rail-thin, with a thick mop of graying
brown hair. With the neatly timmed beard and ¢imglarms and those sad, sunken eyes—eyes as pale
blue and faded as his summer linen suit.

And now this ?

This total raving lunatic, scarcely able to standhis own two feet? No,

this was not her grandfather.

"That's not him," she murmured to Roo.

"Yes, itis."

"Youre crazy."

"No," Roo whispered back. "He is."

"Why can't | see it?" The old man's voice was dipleading. "I'm his only chance . . ."

As he glanced back through the trees, Miranda swgr that his skin turned pale beneath its lafers
grime. She realized that Etienne was walking toward And now that the initial shock had passed,
everyone else began to stir cautiously behindtregr,voices low and muffled.

"...the hell's he doing here?"

"...belongs in a straitjacket—"

"Ssh, don't let Miranda hear you . . ."

But Miranda had already heard. Her heart was lgesdiriast, she thought it might explode.

"It's okay, Jonas. You know me. Calm yourself ddtienne's voice was low, but firm. He held ughbot
hands in a nonthreatening appeal.

Confused, the old man darted his eyes from sigielép before settling his gaze once more on Etienne
"I'm tired," Jonas murmured again.

"I know you are. That's why we're gonna take yohamne—"

"Then whol watch out for him? For all of them?etf'm gone?"

"Don't you be worrying about that. You and me | Wigglre something out.”

Etienne had reached the old man's side. For adsés@emed as if Jonas might bolt, but then a deep
breath shuddered through his entire body.

"I never told you about him." His head loweredhaims hung limply at his sides. "I should have . .
but I neverdid. . ."

"There's a lotta time for that," Etienne assured hiVhatever it is, you can tell me about it lategh?"

With a strange sense of detachment, Miranda watbledalzarre scene playing out. It took several
moments to realize that her classmates had crow@edund her. Wary glances were being traded
back and forth. Ashley looked scared to death;dParkxpression hovered somewhere between
disbelief and outright laughter. And though GagiRao had their heads bent together, Miranda could
still make out whispered snatches of conversation.

"Who's he talking about?"

"l dont know."

"Well, who do you think?" Roo persisted.

"I think he's scared and confused.” Abruptly, Gagder off. "I think he doesn't know what he's

talking about. Just let it go, Roo."

Miranda blocked out as much as she could. | deliéMe it. | won't believe it. He can't be my gread

And yet she heard herself asking, "Is that reaigrandfather? What's wrong with him?"

"l told you," Roo said. "He's crazy."

Parker jabbed Roo hard in the ribs. "Roo, shut up.”
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"Well, it's true. How come nobody wants to say istiae?"

"Not now," Gage murmured, but more firmly this tirtigarker's right—just be quiet.”

Roo's reply was a grunt and a shrug. Mirandadelie®pne squeeze her hand, and realized it was
Ashley.

Then, without warning, the old man staggered atrttidniground. Before anyone could grasp what was
happening, Etienne knelt beside him and easeddnefully onto his back. "Call 911! Etienne shouted
Parker automatically began patting himself dowarcteng through all his pockets. "Shit. Where's my
el

"I have mine—" Gage began, but Ashley's voice sibym.

"It won't do any good. We're out of range hereeralver? There's no signal!”

Emotions battled in Miranda's heart. She wantegrido her grandfather—she wanted to run away
from him. She couldn't do either one. She coudgieih move.

"Get him in the car!" Etienne ordered. And thenemwhobody volunteered, his tone sharpened. "Why
are yall just standing there? Allez! Hurry up!"

Everyone scrambled except Miranda. As Parker, BmbGage raced forward to help, Ashley began
tugging her away.

"Come on." Urging Miranda into a run, Ashley heaidethe BMW. "Do you know your aunt's phone
number? Your mom's?"

Numbly, Miranda shook her head. "Aunt Teeta's wigtkiAnd Mom won't come.

She climbed in the back of the convertible wheeiisbat before. To her surprise, Etienne and Gage
lowered the old man into the seat and rested b &@kwardly across her lap. Ashley had buckled
herself into the front. With some hasty and expameuvering, Etienne managed to squeeze in beside
Miranda, while Parker jumped behind the wheel aad tip the engine. Etienne tossed his keys to
Gage, who immediately ran to the truck with Roo.

"My seats," Parker moaned. "Who's going to clédmetP"

Ashley was not amused. "Your family has a maidaagdrdener. And enough money to replace your car
every time it gets a speck of dust on it. Nawe!"

The car lunged forward. Before Miranda knew itytivere already halfway to the main road.

All she could do now was stare down at this strésfgce— this slack, rawboned face with its age
lines crusted in dirt, and the blood already dnetiose deep, wrinkled creases of . . .

Sorrow? Pain?

No, it's something worse than pain, isn't it, GpafdSomething much worse than pain . . . For a

split second, her mind filled with shadows.

"What happened to him back there?" she finallycask®ho was he talking about? What was he

running from?"

Ashley offered Miranda a sympathetic smile, thevog&ther head in bewilderment.

Straining forward, Etienne tapped Parker on thaldbo "Take the bayou road. Itll be faster.”

"Where we going?" Parker called back to him. "Tineor the hospital?"

"Too far to the hospital—itll have to be the difor now. They can always move him later if thegah

"
"No!" As cold fingers clamped onto Miranda's wrste tried desperately to pull away. She heard
Ashley's cry and the squeal of tires as Parkeggid to free himself from Ashley's flailing arrtido . .

. ho clinic.” Still clinging to Miranda, Jonas Hayfexed her with a gaze so pleading it nearly

broke her heart. Then his fingers began to relad.the words he spoke next were choked with
emotion.

"Why . . . you're Miranda," he whispered. "You'rggranddaughter. "

An icy current surged through her. As she retuhiedaze in shocked silence, it was as if they tere
only two people in the car.

"I'm begging you." His eyes closed now, wearilyo'inergency room. Too many questions . . . too
many stares. Please . . . just take me home."
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Miranda glanced helplessly at the others. Etieoolesd grim; Ashley was as close to her door as she
could get; Parker watched uncertainly in the rearvnirror.

Not even sure why she was doing it, Miranda leémedrd Etienne. "Maybe we should take him home.
Maybe he'd be more comfortable there, with Auntal'ee

"We don't know what's wrong with him or how bad heirt," Etienne answered. "He needs a doctor.

You can call your aunt from the clinic.”

Miranda hesitated. Her grandfather had lapsedibckinconsciousness, his grip loosened, his hand
still covering hers. This hand of a stranger, Bbaght again. And yet . . . he recognized me. ib&vkn
who | am.

"Take him home." Miranda's voice was loud and fititstay with him."

The mood in the car changed instantly. Mirandaccalmhost swear she heard a collective sigh of relie
from the front seat.

But not from Etienne.

He was staring at her, his expression uncleam@be't sure if she should feel noble or guilty aliwel
decision she'd just made.

"Aunt Teeta will be back soon." For some reasamfalhthe need to defend herself. "I'd rathedoot
anything till then. | mean, maybe this has happbeéate. She'll know how to handle it better than w
Etienne started to say something. His lips paitbet, settled into a thin line. Miranda deliberapeered
out the back windshield at Roo and Gage in Etistngek.

No one spoke the rest of the trip. It was only wiRarker sped into the driveway of Hayes House that
Miranda's grandfather stirred again.

"You'll help him, won't you?" He wasn't talking\tiranda this time; he seemed to be talking to o on

"Find what he's looking for . . . what he's lost .

Miranda longed to ask more questions, but brakes seggiealing and Etienne was already out of the
car. As the truck slammed to a stop behind therge G the ground running.

"Let's get him in the house!" Etienne shouted. &5gou go around to the other side and—"
"No...no...youre notlistening." Even asker turned off the engine, the old man was stnggp

sit up. "You have to help him! Why won't you betiene? Why won't anybody believe me . .. ?" The
only thing Miranda could do was stay put whilettiree boys pulled Jonas Hayes off her lap. Ashley
retreated to one side of the driveway and nervalwed her bottom lip.

"I can walk," the old man said weakly. He waveddbgs away, then sagged against the passenger
door, his dazed eyes scanning the house, thedaghthe faces of his rescuers. Miranda wasn'tsure
even knew where he was. When Gage and Etiennegaropp up between them, he didn't resist. Slowly
they turned him toward the veranda.

"It's okay, Jonas," Etienne assured him. "Yourjast to rest yourself, that's all." He took a fieps

then glanced back at Miranda. "You gonna help s bewhat?"

Startled, she saw the accusation in his gaze.

"You're the one who wanted to stay with him," Eteereminded her. "It's not gonna do a whole lotta
good if he's in there and you're out here."

The truth of it hit her then—all those things sheutd have considered first, before making her snap
decision. She'd been forbidden to meet her grdmafédhe had no idea where to put him or what to do
with him once they got him inside. And her motheuls be absolutely furious.

But before she could answer, Jonas Hayes broke &lgggrked free so suddenly that Gage and
Etienne nearly went sprawling to the ground.

"You'e the one, Miranda!"

The voice of her grandfather reached out to her.c8hld hear the desperation in it, and the soirisv.
eyes, so wild before, now fixed on her with theaghgentleness, like a silent prayer.

"You'l have to do it, Miranda." The old man's ¢espilled over. "You're the only one who can.”

As everyone watched in amazement, Jonas Hayeslstlafitacross the yard. He half climbed, half fell
up the steps of the veranda. Then the front dosed| and he was gone.
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"WELL! OKAY, THEN!" Parker smacked his palms together, sounding macklieved. "Looks

like we're through here, huh? So | guess we'lblmgygnow!"

He jumped quickly into the front seat, motioning tithers to hurry. Ashley didn't waste any time Ro
followed, but seemed doubtful. Gage and Etienrmelgtdking for a moment before finally climbingant
Etienne's truck. As the BMW jumped the curb arfddited onto the street, Miranda saw Ashley
waving good-bye.

"Dont forget!" Ashley called. "Tomorrow, ten ok In front of the Battlefield Inn!"

With a sinking heart, Miranda watched them go. idowld they abandon her like this? Leave her here
with this crazy old man? She turned and gazed abiseait the house. She'd had the sincerest imentio
earlier when she'd offered to stay with her grahdfaWwhen he'd recognized her and said her ndrine; a
emotions had taken over. She'd honestly believedhkegoing to be okay.

So what am | supposed to do now?

She had no idea when Aunt Teeta would be homecdbitdn't just wait around and do nothing in the
meantime. What if her grandfather got confusedhagad sick, and terrified like he'd been at tHisFa
She had to go inside; she had to check on him.didm | listen to Etienne? Etienne had been
right—her grandfather belonged in a clinic with tdes:

But he's not in a clinic. And it's my fault he'séh@nd there's only me now to take care of him.

Miranda drew a deep breath. Squaring her shouktezsyalked to the front door of Hayes House and
gave a tentative knock. It didn't really surprisesashen no one answered. Summoning all her colsiage,
let herself in.

She wasn't sure what she'd expected. In her daysirebe'd always pictured Hayes House as a kind

of small plantation, something straight out of Gaiia the Wind. She knew from Aunt Teeta's letters
that the house was very old, that it had survilieddivil War but had been updated and added onto
throughout all the generations. That it was clogke Historic District, located on a shady sidesst
about a block off the Brickway. And that it backedagainst one quiet area of Rebel Park.

Now, as she moved slowly across the threshold,fdadet her eyes wander over the hardwood floors,
the wide staircase, the high ceilings. Throughdadin pocket doors she could see what must be the
living and dining rooms. The wallpaper looked ¢, furniture was dusty, and there were brownsstain
on the ceiling where water had leaked in. It migite been a grand house once, but now it feltrghd a
tired. And it was hard to think of Mom growing ugre—Mom, who loved open spaces and plenty of
light.

Miranda gazed a moment longer. Still . . . Mom wdhink this place has potential. Before, when Mom
ran her own interior design studio, Miranda haa $&e work miracles out of the shabbiest
impossibilities. She couldn't help wondering whatnivicould do here.

The muffled sound of a voice brought her backtenéion. It seemed to have come from above her,
though she couldn't be sure. Approaching the atardviiranda peered up at the landing, then stapped
listened. Yes . . . it was a voice.

Grandpa?

Calling for me?

She knew she hadn'timagined it. For an endlessemishe stood there, trying to decide what to do.
He hadn't wanted anyone to help him earlier—it @pubbably be better if she just left. And those
weird things he'd been mumbling? What if he resltyazy, like Roo said? A

cold wave of fear rippled through her. Just goahlfila. Leave now.

Yet she put her hand on the banister. And shegdtag the stairs.

The second floor was much darker than the firstwilight slanted in through a stained-glass wingibw
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bathed the landing with soft, multicolored pool$giit. A long, empty hall stretched out before, laad
she could see heavy doors on both sides, mostrafshut. She didn't want to be alone here—she
didn't want to be here at al—but she'd reachefirtteloorway now, and had found what she was
looking for.

His eyes were closed. He was lying on a narrowygihbiron bed that took up one wall of a narrow,
cluttered room. A room that might just as well hegen a museum. No, more than a museum. A shrine.
For it was exactly that—an overflowing, overstuffedmorial to the Civil War. Faded photographs of
soldiers and battlefields. Hand-rendered portoditdficers dressed in gray. A mounted gun with
bayonet, a small collection of knives. An old-fasleid doctor's bag complete with surgical instrusaent
Rebel caps and a shaving mug, papers and pent, @bef spectacles without lenses, a tobacco
pipe. And row upon row of dusty jars, rusty ting] austy boxes containing God knew what. There
was even a sword with a dull, stained blade andth-eaten sash around its handle.

Curiosity got the best of her. Quietly, careful taotvake him, she began lifting lids off the jansl @oxes
and tins. Eclectic assortments, she saw at onceevggtthing was neatly organized. Bullets and
various-style buttons. Scraps of rotted cloth.&kéd . . . some rings. Gold chains of differengtas; a
short strap of braided leather. Cutlery so tardiskiee doubted it would ever come clean. Crumbling
pages of a Bible. Locks of hair tied up with keitibbons . . .

These are real things; they belonged to real peRpkd people who had lives and who used thesgsthin
before they died . . .

She picked up a small, round tin from the nightst&s fine hairs prickled at the back of her netle
glanced at the bed and saw her grandfather watihing

Miranda dropped the tin. It clattered down ontdfithar and rolled noisily out of sight beneath a
dresser, but she was powerless to retrieve iic@hén't look away from her grandfather's facet Tha
surprisingly powerful gaze that held her, that tilrsg gaze of infinite calm and profound knowing.
Another shiver went through her, though it waseddit this time. For a split second, it was alrasst
that gaze had opened to her—allowing the brielespge of immeasurable wisdom and immeasurable
pain. ..

"Miranda," he whispered.

His eyes began to change. Pale, blue eyes growitgdlowing warm, with a tenderness and clarigy th
pierced her heart.

This was the grandfather of her photograph.

The grandpa she'd hoped for, the grandpa she&tdi@yand imagined for so long.

And as his hand litted and beckoned, she walkbitside and offered him a smile, half fearfulf kiay.
"I've been waiting for you," he said softly. "Ali$ time. So many years. | was beginning to thiitkday
would never come."

She didn't know how to answer. His voice wasssdillveak, his face so chalky white. She felt hig,lon
frail fingers close around her hand.

"It always skips a generation,” he mumbled. "Thdiigyour mama won' ever understand.”

"Grandpa, | don't. . ." Miranda hesitated . oashher head. He was obviously still delusiona; sh
didn't have a clue what he was talking about.

"They'll come to you because they know you cathege. They'll speak to you because they know
you'll hear." The old man gave a restless sigh &'lburden sometimes, all that listening andrigelgut

you cant tum them away."

| shouldn't have done this. 'm just making himsgor

Casually, she tried to free herself, but he onlgsged her hand tighter. "Promise me, Miranda. iBeom
me you'l never tum them away."

He was growing more agitated now, more insistemaria feared what he might do if he worked
himself into another frenzy. Not wanting to rislslie gave him a solemn nod.

"Yes. | promise.”

What have | done now?
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But the change in him was remarkable. Relief sifiiom his eyes . . . peace drifting over his face.
"Good girl," he whispered. "l knew | could trustiyo

Glancing away, she wrestled with her guilt. Sheddysed, and he'd believed her. She'd promised him
something, and she didn't even know what it was.

"Let him help." Her grandfather's voice was fadkgiMiranda looked down at him once more, his
body went limp with exhaustion, his ramblings laseeto murmurs. She wondered if he'd already
slipped into his strange, private dreams.

"Ssh ..." Freeing her hand, she placed it gentlyioforehead. "Ssh . . . just rest now . . ."

"It's lonely, Miranda. He'll help you. Let him dwat.”

She stepped back from the bed, watching the rsé&aliof her grandfather's chest—his deep, easy
breathing of sleep. All around them, the shadowlggnawn darker. They'd lengthened and thickened
and crept in from the musty hall, and now theyadlishg the walls and over the headboard, coverag t
old man's face like a death mask.

"Oh, Grandpa," Miranda whispered, "l wish | knewatwWou were talking about.”

"I think," said a voice behind her, "he's talkibhgat me."

9

ALL THE STRENGTH DRAINED OUT OF HER. As Miranda whirled around, a scream rose up
and caught silently in her throat.

At first he seemed merely a shadow, one shapelessaafmong many. But when he shifted and started
toward her, she recognized Etienne's tall silheatthed sharply against the gloom.

"You're with him. That's good." Etienne's voide lis arrival, was quiet and matter-of-fact. "swa

hoping you would be, but | couldn't be sure.”

Miranda didn't answer at first. Their earlier casation—his knowing about the screams—iflashed toack
her, and she pressed against the dresser, trymng distance between them.

"Sorry." Etienne moved closer. "l didn't mean &rsgou. | thought you knew—"

"Knew what?" Though the intrusion hadn't disturbedgrandfather, Miranda felt wary and unnerved.
"Knew | was here," Etienne finished.

"All I know is that you seem to show up—uninvitedt-vary weird times."

"Okay, you're upset, | understand that. But téefake Gage home. And you and Jonas needeé a littl
time alone together."

"Why would | care whether you left or not? And vdre you to say what | need?"

Etienne's gaze drifted to that elderly face uperpifiow. "It's what he needs."”

"Oh, really? And | suppose he told you that?"

"He didn't have to tell me, cher. You're practjdhie only thing he cares about.”

It was a revelation she certainly never expectedll&ving a lump in her throat, she watched Etienne
cross to the window, angle himself against the, \amti stare out at the gathering dusk.

"Gage didn't want to leave either," Etienne adffiedradedly. "But | talked him into it."

Miranda scarcely heard the remark. "What did yoampast now? What you said about my grandpa
andme?’

"Why? Is it so hard for you to believe?"

"Totellyou the truth . . . yes."

"Your grand-peére, he's saved every letter you'ittemito your aunt Teeta. Every picture you've seet. He
talks about you like he's known you for your whifde Like the two of you've been together

forever." Etienne's tone went thoughtful. "Wellmaybe you really have."

"Why would you say that? We've never met each atieeer communicated. For ten years | never
even knew he existed."

For a moment Etienne didn't respond. Then slowtyimed from the window, his black eyes narrowed
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hard upon her face.

"But Jonas, he always thought—always wondered-aidfabnnection was there between you and him.
And he knew if it was . . . then none of the otiteff mattered.”

Miranda wished he would stop; she didn't want & hay more. Yet at the same time, a fearful
curiosity had sparked inside her, wanting to heseding to hear . . .

"He told me I'd know for sure when you heard thaites,” Etienne went on. "And he said to ask you
about the screams. He said only you would hearstrelams at night.”

Her curiosity vanished now, replaced by a growegjg This can't be happening to me. It squeezed he
heart and choked her words, though she foughtyacatm. Her hands clenched at her sides. Shelwille
her voice not to tremble. "l don't even know wiaate talking about.”

"Look, Miranda—"

"I don't know about any voices."

"But you heard one in your apartment today, yeakDuth know that—"

"No. It was a mistake. | only thought I did . . ."

"I guess it'd be easier to believe that. Safeelie\® that." Despite her angry glare, Etiennetsevo
softened. "Your grand-pere, he cares about yolinblers what it's like. He wants your life to be

"I'l be happy when you leave. Why'd you come hesgvay? Why don't you just go?"

She was starting to shake uncontrollably. Deepfydahills that ached all the way through. Shdaiou
get warm. She couldn't concentrate on what Etemsesaying. She hugged herself and tried to stop
shivering, and that's when she realized Etienrmes\aere around her.

"Your grand-pere, he wants me to help you, chéehige insisted. "So you won't be alone in all'tfike

chills began instantly to melt. As Etienne pressadirmly to his chest, she could feel his faiintaf

breath through her hair, the length and shapesdifddy against hers. Her pulse quickened; her tit®ug
spun. She had to escape—from this room and thgehoom Etienne and the way he was holding her,
from these crazy things he was saying . . . Mirgdaed him away.

"I told you, | don't know what you're talking abduly grandpa doesn't know anything about me, and
neither do you. There's nothing to help me wilorit need any help. And I'm not lonely."

"l didn't say you'd be lonely." Etienne seemedktstlidying her, as if she were some unusual specime
under a microscope. "l said you'd be alone. Bhisrcase, you might end up being both."

“I'm leaving. You can stay here with Jonas Hayes."

Shoving past Etienne, she headed for the dodnjdaalm voice followed her.

"You have heard the screams, haven't you? Andchgoie you'd hear things. He told you you'd see
things. Things other people can't hear or see."

Miranda froze with one hand on the door frame nascontinued, unfazed.

"I've seen what this does—this gift of his. | seerg day what it does to your grand-pere.”

"He's sick!" Even as the words left her mouth \sished she could take them back. Feeling guilty and
frightened and angry, she whirled to face Etietife's just a sick, crazy old man. We should have
taken him to a doctor like you said.”

"Miranda—"

"You saw him at the cemetery. Is that your ideam@tional person? | mean, what was he doing rgnnin
around in the woods like that anyway? He oughetkdpt somewhere."

"So, what . . . you're saying he should be lock& Htienne's face went rigid. "For years he was
caretaker at the Falls. And he still likes to garéh—do some exploring, clean up the cemeteryafish
litle."

"But that doesn't explain the way he was actingrfeine says he's a lunatic. So why are you defgndin
him? Why do you even care about him?"

Etienne held her in a long, cool stare. And yettias something in his eyes that Miranda hadmit gk
this moment . . . something distant and almost sad.

"Because," Etienne said quietly, "he's my friend.”
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A heavy silence sank between them. For just aanfydtliranda felt as if she were seeing a different
person standing before her—a stranger with Etiefexee. The briefest glimpse of loss and shame and
vulnerability, the cold defiance of fierce pride.

And then it was gone. As quickly as it had comearitished again, leaving her to wonder at the myyste
She heard the crunch of tires below in the driveweeyslamming of car doors. The familiar sound of
voices—Aunt Teeta's and Mom's.

"You better get yourself outta here," Etiennelteld "Before your mama finds out.”

"How do you know about—"

"Turn left at the bottom of the stairs and go taamns down. There's a side door through the pantry;,

I'm just about the only one who ever uses it, egidever locked. You can cut through the
backyard—nobodyll see you with all those trees.”

"But what about Grandpa?"

"Don't worry. I'll make sure Miss Teeta knows altiut”

Miranda didn't waste any time. While Etienne wenitloe front door, she made a quick getaway,
reaching the apartment well ahead of her motheen/Wiom finally came in, Miranda was already sittimg
the bed amid scattered piles of homework.

"Congratulate me!" Mom greeted her. "I got the'job!

Miranda couldn't have cared less about the jdighhof all that had happened today, a job hasslisn
seemed significant.

"Great." Miranda forced a smile. "Congratulations.”

"I start tomorrow." For the first time in weeks, M@ounded almost happy. "It's a renovation
project—one of the oldest plantations on the bagelle Chandelle? You remember Aunt Teeta telling
us about it? The company was very impresseddhad my own design studio. They said my
experience is just what they need!"

"That's good, Mom."

"Then afterward | picked up Teeta, and we stopped §uick bite. We did come by here first, honey,
to see if you wanted to eat with us.”

When Miranda didn't respond, Mom did a quick ajgatanf the books and papers on the bed.

"So how was your study group?"

"Think youll make some new friends?"

" guess.”

"Well, it sure feels nice in here now, doesn't&®kwardly, Mom groped for more small talk. "A lot

better than it did before. So I'm assuming theagiditioner got fixed."

"It's a loaner."

A long pause followed. Then, "Miranda . . . abautadiscussion—"

"Not now, Mom, okay? | really need to get this dbne

Mom's relief couldn't have been more obvious, th@uglight frown creased her brow. "That's fine,

honey. Maybe tomorrow, huh?"

"Maybe”"

"Did you have dinner? Aunt Teeta and | are goirgitio the backyard and have ice cream if you—"
"No thanks."

She was glad when Mom left. There was too mudhiri& eibout, too much to worry about, too much to
figure out. The events of today swam crazily thiokgr mind—the kids she'd met, the Ghost Walk they
were planning, the eerie voice she'd heard, tite Ral grandfather, Etienne . . . Etienne.

Etienne, who seemed to know far more about hersiaknew about herself . . .

"He told you you'd hear things." Etienne's wordsite her. "He told you you'd see things. Things

other people can't hear or see."

"You're insane, Etienne Boucher. You and Grandpa@eeryone else in this stupid town are all
completely insane.”



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http:/maww.pr ocesstext.com/abclit.ntml

But what if it were true?

Because | did hear a voice, and | have heard #meams . . .

With one angry swipe, Miranda knocked all her bamkd papers to the floor.
What if everything Etienne said is true?

What does that make me?

10

THE SCREAMS CAME BACK THAT NIGHT.

Tossing and turning, Miranda tried to shut themtoutbliterate them once and for all. Only nowythe
were louder— louder than they'd ever been—anddioe was there, too, drifting beneath them . . .
muffled yet every bit as clear—

"No...yourewrong..."

That hollow male voice—he's young . . . twentyatrhost.

"I swear to you—for the love of God!"

That raw, hopeless voice—and his throat's dryghdaste blood, his lips are cracked . . . he needs
water.

“I'm the one you want . . . only me."

Like drowning waves, the voice and the screamseitbawver her. Once again Miranda fought them, but
they wrapped her in a cold embrace and drew hen dtiev darkness. She was lost in that darkness.
Lost and stumbling in that horrible darknessyet not alone.

She couldn't see them, but they were there. Cofitdhthem, couldn't touch them, but they weré rea
Real hands clawing and groping . . . real eyeswara staring, moving so close around her, just
beyond her reach. Pain and shock and grief and—+atpe could feel them all, the unbearable essence
of them as they whispered the very words her gatimeif had spoken . . .

"You're the one, Miranda . . . you're the onlywhe can—"

Bolting upright, she gasped for air. The apartmes sweltering hot, her fimsy nightgown completely
soaked with sweat. As an unfamiliar glow filterebtigh the darkness, it tinted the shadows red and
thickened them into fog.

A deep, unnatural silence filled the room. Thoughstrained her eyes, she couldn't see anything—not
the walls or the light from the bathroom, not therginot even her mother's bed. As if, slowly and
stealthily, that eerie red haze was shutting Heravh the rest of the world . . . no, no, not h&moke!
"Mom?" She wanted to throw back the covers, juntpbloed, and run to her mother, but suddenly
she was so scared, too scared even to move. "Melypathere? Please answer me!"

Something's burning. We have to get out of herehior

Miranda choked.

The smoke was swirling with nightmares, macalnewdttes bursting into bright orange flames.

Fire!

Panicked, Miranda lunged at the darkness. Heipiisiaded, and her legs kicked. The sheets felt tigh
trapping her, and she struck out with flailing ar&sthe smoke softly, gradually began to fadeehes
opened to light.

For a second she didn't know where she was. Thewals came into focus, and the air flowed ardwerd
gentle and quiet and cool.

Groggy and disoriented, Miranda sat up. The cavers tangled at the foot of the bed now; her head
was throbbing, her stomach churned. She felt lik&ldeen run over by a truck.

"Mom, what time is it?"

Reaching for the clock, she let out a groan. Nangy-five? Mom was probably at work already. Why
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didn't I ask her to wake me? She groaned agaikrascl sounded at the door, and she stumbled@ver t
answer it.

"Roo said you'd forget,” Etienne greeted her.

"I didn't forget.” Conscious of her thin nightgowiranda stepped behind the door.

"And Roo said even if you didn't forget, you sitiuldn't be there on time."

His hair was damp, as though he'd just washedibleck jeans fit casually over his narrow hipel lais
black T-shirt had BOUCHER SWAMP TOURS stamped actios front in faded red letters.

"You should be feeling proud of yourself," he adoioandedly. "So far she hasn' told me one word
about boiling you in oil. Not many people can ghsRoo test."

"Is that supposed to thrill me?"

"It thrills me. You sure don't want Roo puttings-gris on you. Very bad luck, cher." "l have

to get dressed," Miranda grumbled.

"M wait."

"l don't need you to wait for me."

"You might get lost."

"It's only a fifteen-minute walk to the inn, right®w lost could | get?"

She felt his eyes rake over her. She doubtedséthges ever missed much.

"Bad night?" he asked her.

Miranda hesitated. Was he trying to be funny? i@gdteous? But the expression on his face wasn't
joking or smug, and she didn't feel like answegimgquestions right now.

"I'l be out in a minute."

"Your grand-péere ? Miss Teeta says he's bettéririet said. "Just in case you were wondering.”
"Great. Maybe today he'll do something else fonthele town to talk about.”

"The town, it won' talk if it doesn't know." Etiegls voice hardened. "l don't think you give your

friends enough credit.”

"What friends?" But she shut the door before heal@tance to respond.

She'd just assumed her classmates would tell eveevyoat had happened at the Falls—what a raving
nutcase Jonas Hayes had been. It never occuimedttmat they might keep it to themselves, and now
she felt embarrassed and confused. Etienne had tadl others her friends, yet she hardly knew.them
Miranda realized she didn't quite know what tokth#about anything.

Guiltily, she threw on her clothes, then smoothedhiair back behind her ears. She wished Etienne
hadn't stopped by for her; she wished she'd thoygstme brilliant excuse to stay home. She dihh't
like researching today, didn't feel like being veitiyone or having to make conversation. She felt
horrible, and she knew she looked horrible, todl,\Waw else would | look with no sleep?

For the memory of her nightmare still clung to fidie smoke, the fire, the screaming. Despite its
dreamlike aftermath, it hadn't seemed like a drehite it was happening—all those details, so
frighteningly vivid.

She frowned at herself in the bathroom mirror.

Swearing under her breath, she brushed her teethheaded out the door.

Etienne was waiting for her at the end of the evase As Miranda approached, she could see Gage
there, too, and the minute he smiled, she coultiéeespirits lift. She walked between them, tryiog
match their long strides, then finally gave up @aited behind. It was Gage who stopped and whited
her. Etienne slowed down but kept going.

Nearing the Battlefield Inn, they spotted Ashlegt Barker sitting together on the front steps. Ashle
immediately jumped up and started waving.

"There yall are! We just got here, too! Isn'tfiwg"

"Yeah," Parker grumbled, "l love spending Saturdayning out in the hot sun doing a crappy
homework assignment.”

"It's a beautiful day. Don't be such a whiner."

"If you say so. Can we please just get this oviir2Aiook, I've got all this junk my mom gave mel So
don't see any reason to hang around here andtiweste
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Reaching over, Ashley took the manila envelopedeeholding. "I've already looked through it, afed it
wonderful. Brochures and little booklets and haitsledhings like that. Plus, copies of actual newspap
articles, the history of the town. | mean, we'Vaehrd some of the legends around here, butsiaere'
lot of stuff | didn't know about.”

"Fascinating. 'm overwhelmed with fascination.”

"Mrs. Wilmington got us all this from the Histori&ociety. She's in charge of their museum, yowkno
Wasnt that sweet of her?"

“I'm overwhelmed with sweetness.” Parker made giggagound in his throat. "In fact, let's nominate
sweet Mrs. Wilmington for Mother of the Year."

"Parker, be nice."

"I'm always nice. You, of all people, should knaswmice | am.” Jumping to the sidewalk, he suddenly
took Gage by the shoulders. He looked Gage up@md;dhe looked behind Gage's back. As the
others started snickering, Parker stepped away,dgsiexpression shocked. "Thit's knew
something was wrong. You're missing your worsé'half

Gage pointed to the old-fashioned bakery acrosstribet. "She walked on ahead. She was hungry."
"Wow." Parker's eyes went wide. "I'm just not useskeing the two of you separated. You look
different. It's kind of scary.”

Even Ashley couldn't help but join in. "What's lgestary is when you see those people who spend so
much time with each other? And they start to ldigka’

Etienne nodded at her, as if Gage weren't eveantrég/hat do you think people like that do all the
time they're together, anyway?"

"Ugh! Stop!" Parker gave an overly dramatic shudder

As if on cue, Roo strolled out of the bakery, dagy huge cinnamon roll in one hand and a giant
cappuccino in the other. She wore a black taffateskirt, black tights, black ballet slippers, amnblack
tank top over a purple T-shirt. Watching her a matyiearker turned to the others and sighed.
"Look at her. Fashion Goddess of the Dark Realm."

"She's creative,” Ashley emphasized. "And her resiralways a bad place to be."

"Neither is hell. If you're the Antichrist.”

This earned Parker a slug on the arm. Grinningulhed Ashley close and kissed her.

"Dont even ask," Roo announced as she joined fbiese are mine, and I'm not sharing.”

Gage promptly tore off a fourth of the cinnamohant popped it in his mouth. Etienne took a tbfrd
what was left. Roo stood there looking down apnactically empty napkin.

"You didnt need that, anyway," Ashley insisted tose calories.”

Parker gave Roo a serious once-over. "Since wieRba cared about calories? No, wait. Since when
has Roo cared about clothes? No, wait. Since wéiRbo cared about how she looks?" He
stared at Gage. Gage stared at Etienne. Etiemad at2Parker. "Since when has Roo cared

about anything?" they all asked in unison.

Feeling a little envious, Miranda observed the guatdred teasing. The kids back home hadn't shared
this kind of camaraderie. Not that they hadn't lzbese—their own special group of girls and
guys—but what Miranda saw here was different. §agrsomehow.

Like a real family.

Miranda refocused on the three boys. Roo didnih $ke least bit bothered by their comments. As
Gage reached for the last bite of cinnamon rolh §offed it quickly into her mouth. Etienne just a
quickly snatched the cappuccino from her other hand

Giving Etienne a shove, Roo gestured knowinglyiraiia’s direction. "l told you she'd forget." "

didn't forget,” Miranda defended herself for treosd time.

"l told you she'd be late.”

"Okay," Miranda grumbled. "T'l give you that one."

Roo looked smugly pleased. She took back her cajpauc

"I think we should get started.” Ashley, as us@ted command of the situation. "Did y'all come up
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with any good ideas? | brought stuff for us to taétes with."

Parker grudgingly accepted the pad and pen shedhaimd. "Wow. Just what | always wanted."
"You'll thank me when you get an A on the projéttan

think of other things I'd rather thank you for."

A memo pad came down on his head. Wincing, he dubisescalp and shot Ashley an injured look.
The six of them started walking, heading down ¢ side of the Brickway, pausing often along the
route. Other than the information Parker had gdiiten his mom, Gage was the only one who'd
bothered to do any actual research last night. Nopulled a crumpled list from his pocket and @atd
interesting facts from time to time.

"Like the courthouse," Gage began, while Parkeradiately dismissed the idea.

"Yeah, yeah, we all know about the courthouse.yge&m in America has a haunted courthouse.”
"We didn't." Miranda looked curiously at Gage. "\\ddaout the courthouse?"

"Supposedly, Judge Girard sentenced a lot of imi@a®ple to death. Legend has it that he attended
every single hanging, and that he'd actually laagh time another body swung from the noose."

Roo's tone was matter-of-fact. "He liked to seenttvatching.”

"The thing is," Ashley picked up the story, "I gsiedot of prisoners really hated that judge.”

Parker snorted. "You think?"

"When they spoke their final words, they cursed'Hibage's voice lowered. "One morning the judge
was found dead in his own courtroom. Hanging floarafters. Most people didn't believe it was
suicide.”

"Some people swear theyve seen the judge’s dRostfihished.

Parker was obviously pleased with the outcome.YBae only good judge is a dead judge.”

"Parker Wilmington the Sixth!" A slug from Ashléy.ou stop that right now!"

"Parker's dad is a judge," Roo explained. She araht¥ had fallen behind the others, and out of
earshot. "Parker really hates his dad."

Though Miranda had no desire to get involved, sbielno't help stating the obvious. "He doesn't sound
like he's real fond of his mom either.”

"He's not. His folks are into all the big sociatlgoolitical stuff around here. Parker hardly ewass
them; they're never home."

"But. .. 'm sure they love him, right?"

"Would you love Parker if he were your son?"

Miranda didn't know whether to laugh, be sad, d¢in.l&8he decided on a more positive approach.
"He really likes Ashley."

Roo's shrug was noncommital.

"What | mean is," Miranda tried again, "he seemnsdtly care about her."

"Sometimes I'm not sure what he cares about.” Anetirug as Roo stared at the back of Parker's head
"Hel'll get thrown off the team permanently if treaych him drinking again. And his dad expects

him to get a full football scholarship. Which Parteesn't want to do."

So Parker's deliberately trying to get kicked lndf team. Keeping the obvious conclusion to herself,
Miranda asked, "What does Parker want to do?"

"Self-destruct would be my guess.”

Suddenly aware that part of their crew was misshegpthers stopped and waited. Roo and Miranda
caught up to them, and the walk continued.

Despite her distracted state of mind, Miranda etiuietlp being fascinated by the Brickway. Things
about the old South that she'd watched on TV anubines, things she'd read about in books—all that
long-faded past was coming to life around her. Wéredintebellum house or step-front shop, each held
the promise of mystery and romance.

"Maybe we should start with commercial buildingagge suggested. "I think we'll have a better chance
of getting inside than we would with most of theses."

Ashley consulted the contents of her envelope. Nlbaut the park?"

"Yeah! They're having the Rebel Rouser there tb&ayker's eyes shone with the possibility of
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escape.

At Miranda's questioning look, Ashley elaboratétt like a fai—all the money's used to mainthim t
park. The Ladies of the Southland sponsor it eyesy."

"They're this women's club,” Gage said. Then, afteithought, 'They do garden tours.”

"And tea parties." Parker daintily crooked hitelifinger, as if holding a china teacup. "They wesds.
With fake flowers on them. And plastic fruit."

Chuckling, Gage shook his head. "Let's forget athaypark. That could be a whole other tour by
The others readily agreed. As they moved downdeevalk, Ashley linked her arm through Mirandad an
kept up a steady flow of information.

"Here's the museum—the one Parker's mom is inelérty belongs to the Historical Society. Andtha
over there? It's all closed in now, but it wasaiginal public market. You know, like a farmer's
market? And that's Grace Church. And that's traryily

"Actually, | found out it used to be a funeral paflGage smiled, glancing at Ashley.

Ashley shuddered. "l bet there's tons of creepiestabout that !"

"And a lotta other buildings maybe you wouldn'testyy Without breaking stride, Etienne pointedaout
charming yellow house on the opposite side ofttieets"Mama said a Dr. Fuller used to have hiseff
in that place. Who knows who might've been sickext there."

"Ewww!" Ashley stopped in her tracks. Gage prompiibyved into her from behind.

"We should do some research on voodoo, too,” Romded them. “Lots of people around here
practiced secret voodoo rituals.”

"How do you know that?"

"Why wouldn't she know that?" Parker returned. '@tike Deep Underworld who keeps
decomposing mice and many other dead things indier."

Roo's stare was calm disdain. "One mouse."

"We still don't know how it got in Roo's locker,SlAley explained, looking distressed at the memory.
"But she threw her books in and squashed it."

"It was hiding. How was | supposed to know it weese."

"Maybe if you cleaned out your locker once in deii

"Hey!" Snapping his fingers, Parker gave an exadggigasp of excitement. "I think we should put
Roo's locker on our tour! The mummy of the murdenedse!"

Gage held back a smile. "Why don't we just put &oour tour?"

"No, no, mon Dieu, way too scary." With one smaottion, Etienne crooked his arm around Roo's
neck and pulled her sideways against him. Rootwietbow him, but he expertly dodged the blow.
"Okay, | think we got it, yeah? What information kng/e now, that's where we're gonna start. And
once we get into all that research, we'll probbblfinding even more ideas."

He seemed to be waiting for Miranda's confirmafealizing the others were staring at her, shéiguic
nodded. "Anything dark, mysterious, unsolved, exptained. As long as you don't make it up. The
Ghost Walk's all about having fun and giving peeai@od scare. But it's also about factual evibets,
real history of the town."

"Well done,” Gage murmured.

Doing her best to pay attention, Miranda wipedraltecross her brow. The morning had started out hot
and humid, but she hadn't expected the tempetattise so quickly. No one else looked
uncomfortable, she noted. Maybe I'm just tired frastinight.

"This fancy house?" Ashley still had Miranda firrmiytow. "Can you believe it started out as a aoer
feed store? The family that built it had a litteeylwho died. | don't remember the exact details, bu
there's a newspaper article about it in this fsaufi Parker's mom."

Miranda gave Ashley a puzzled frown. It suddenuoed to her that she'd scarcely heard anythengitih
was saying.

"What about that building over there?" Miranda dske

"That one? Oh, that's the bank."
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"Not the bank." Halting abruptly, Miranda spun Astthalfway around. "That one."

Ashley caught her balance at the last possiblexdeBewildered, she followed the point of Miranda's
finger. "You mean Magnolia Gallery?" "It's not a

gallery," Miranda murmured.

Coming up beside them, Gage shot her a quizzeategl "Yes, itis . . . an art gallery. Not jushiyags
though. We have a lot of local—"

"No." Her voice had gone stubborn. She realizedthers had gathered close, watching her in quiet
dismay. "Before that.”

Gage glanced from Parker to Roo to Etienne. "Haalttays been a gallery?" Receiving only shriags,
skimmed the list of research he'd done.

"No, that's not it!" Out of patience now, Mirandalse sharpened.

God, it was so hot out here! Why were they allrsfigat her again? And why did she suddenly havie suc
an overwhelming urge to go over and look at thidibg?

"Miranda?" Ashley asked worriedly, but Miranda didnswer.

Pushing Ashley and Gage aside, she hurried abessreet to the old building set back behind miagno
trees. Stately white facade; high, round colunatig-tench shutters; upper-floor balconies—all the
details rushed over her, familiar somehow, asgfisbeen them all before. She took the wide ftepss
two at a time and shoved open the massive doep&iised expectantly on the threshold.

Music?

Her body grew even warmer, curiously detachedrakge but not unpleasant sensation of being
removed to some different place—some close buehigthce where she could watch herself frozen
there in the doorway. She could feel her mind agiier heart searching, her senses reaching.out .
Yes, definitely music. The tragic refrains of a&fintuned orchestra.

And a voice—such a voice!

An angel's voice!

Soaring to heaven and back again in sweetly ppraiso . . .

Again Miranda felt the pull. The pull to give indago farther, the urge to completely let go.

The swishing of skirts and handheld fans, the idq&f crystal glasses, flow of fine wine, heady
sweetness of roses . . .

The final fall of a curtain . . . And one

voice.

"Nathan . . . why?"

The angel's voice, sad and alone . . . Sobbing .

.. Now silent.

Miranda whirled around. She was here, right heri@threshold of the gallery, and she could e th
others gathered in behind her on the steps. PankleAshley, Roo and Gage and Etienne—all of them
just standing there, watching her with half-stunegaressions. After what seemed an eternity, Edienn
started toward her, but Gage got to her first.

"It was an opera house," she mumbled. Lettingdlesdswing shut, she peered up into Gage's startled
eyes. "And something terrible happened here."

11

THE RUSH, THE HEAT, THE EERIE DETACHMENT WERE GONE. No

roses now, no ghostly sounds.

Instead, Miranda felt as though a raging fevertitaklen, leaving her weak and shaky, but remarkably
clearheaded. She remembered every detail—evetyesidiscent and sound. She recalled her senses
heightening to almost painful intensity beforerigdback again to normal.
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And she was positive that time had come to a strelgen while passing her by.

Ohmy God. .. did I really say that out loud?

Etienne had stopped midstride. She could see théevwmaas looking at her—beyond curious, beyond
surprise, almost as if he'd suddenly recognized~agravhat—she truly was. The others, exchanging
wary glances, hadn't moved.

It was Parker who finally broke the silence. Slaggoth hands on his knees, he doubled over iadorc
laughter.

"Man! That was great! You really had me going tifiera second!"

But Ashley’s voice held a slight tremor as she@edyat him. "Parker, have you completely lost your
mind? What is wrong with you?"

"Well, don't you get it? The way she set us upthikg? It was brilliant!" Straightening, he grinriesm

ear to ear. "Hey, Miranda, did you take actingdesst your old school? | think you should be the
guide on this Ghost Walk thing—I mean, you werevitmmng as hell!"

"Um. .. excuse me?" Roo's stare was as condesgesder tone. "Reality check here. | don't think
she was acting."

"Well, sure she was. She—" Parker broke off. Raeglize was the only one laughing, he glanced at
Miranda'’s blank face, at Gage standing uncerto@sige her, at Etienne's fixed expression. Then he
laughed again, though not as loud as before. ‘@@flt buying this, are you? She's just screwitig w

5"

"Were you?" Ashley murmured, her wide-eyed gazelioanda. "Is that supposed to be part of the
tour?"

Roo pulled a cigarette from one pocket, matches &mother. She lit up, crossed her arms over her
chest, and blew out a long curl of smoke.

Avoiding Etienne's stare, Miranda forced an amasalg. "Come on, you guys, how would | know
anything about an opera house?" Could | have reathewhere? "How would | know anything about
any of these buildings?" Could | have heard it flamt Teeta?

Ashley immediately looked relieved. "So you werngt Oh, Miranda, that was so good—you really
have it down! | totally believed you!" "She

wasnt acting,” Roo said again.

But Miranda couldn't listen to any more. Etienns gtanding next to her now, and Gage was on her
other side, and she was beginning to feel trajieelhad to get away from here.

"Sorry." Faking a look at Etienne's watch, shesbialiown the steps and past the others. "I didn't

realize how late it was—I promised Aunt Teetadfplner with something. See you later!”

She hurried along the route they'd taken, knowithgvell how lame her excuse had been. She thainght
heard someone call her name, but she didn't stdigh& didn't look over her shoulder. Had she
managed to convince them that she'd been makinglerag up? For what else could she have done at
the mercy of an event so totally unexpected anoreséen? She could hardly believe it herselfi—how
could she ever expect them to?

Yet she did believe it. Because this time wasrdiffe

This time she hadn't been afraid or alone or cedflise she'd been before, when the voice had
spoken, when the screams had come. This time dhi been lost in some nightmare. There had been
a real opera house, a real tragedy within its yaalid though she wasn't sure how or why she cautel h
known this, she was certain about it now. Shekjussiv.

| have to go home. She had to escape before it—ewdrat was—happened to her again. As she
picked up speed, it dawned on her that there waperson who would understand. | have to talk

to Grandpa.

Miranda walked even faster. She prayed no onedllagvéd, but there were footsteps behind her,
gaining steadily.

"Miranda! Wait up!"

She pretended not to hear. When Etienne grabbedirheshe gasped as he swung her around to face
him.
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"Come on, cher, where you going?"

"It's a mistake!" Miranda insisted. "What | saidhat gallery. | don't know anything about it—I méde

'

"You know you didnt."

She tried to shake him off, but he only held lggatér. "Etienne, please—I need to talk to my
grandfather. I need him to explain. | need to wstded what this—what's happening to me!"

"He already told you. You can communicate in waggést of us can't. With people the rest of us
cant”

"Dead people." Miranda could barely choke out theles "That's what you're saying, isnt it? That
suddenly I've got this— this horrible power . . ."

"Gift, cher.”

As his eyes fixed on hers with calm intensity, feliad it impossible to look away. She wondered if
those eyes had ever shown the slightest tracamnfSbe wondered why her own fears seemed to be
calming inside her, leaving only a quiet resentnmethieir place.

"So I'm supposed to believe that. And acceptitihatit's perfectly normal.”

"Yes. Your grand-pere, he always helped them. Whenhad secrets they needed to share. When they
were in pain. He was the only one they could th t

Miranda's heart was an icy knot. "Please donhiethis.”

"You need to hear the truth. And | promised him."

"This is crazy. You know that, right? Things likestdon't happen to normal people.” Biting hershz
fought back sudden tears. "Why did that hurricasee leave to hit? Why did | ever have to come here i
the first place?"

"Because," Etienne said gently, "maybe this iplthee you're supposed to be."

His solemn words struck deep. With a puzzled freshie,gazed into his night-black stare.

"I heard what Jonas said to you yesterday," Etieeméded her. "He asked you not to turn them
Thinking back to that strange conversation, Miragaige a reluctant nod. "I have heard things. Voices
Sounds. And those screams Grandpa told you abodtsé@mething happened last night, too—I
couldn't be sure what was real and what wasn& 'p&ased, her brow furrowing. "And now today. No
warning, no time to think. What if it happens again

"It will happen again.”

"I don't like being surprised. | don't want pecéeing and laughing at me."

Etienne sounded thoughtful. "There's only one pdrknow of who was laughing back there just now.
And some people, they laugh just to hide how sdhmdare."

She knew he was referring to Parker, but it deise the sting. "Parker can't be half as scated as
"Listen to me, cher." Sliding his fingers beneathdtin, Etienne tilted her face toward his. "Yotialot

on your shoulders right now—a lotta thoughts, @ lgtiestions, a whole lotta things to get usell to.
doesn't seem real to you—and it probably word fehile. But you better accept it. 'Cause, if you'r
anything like your grand-pere, it won't be goingugi/

His honesty did little to reassure her. She noticedest of the group approaching now, and thetorg
escape grew stronger.

"Aunt Teeta's waiting for me," she mumbled.

Twisting free, she took off once more, determiregolit as much distance between herself and the
others as she could. Thank God she didn't hate dax. She rounded the last corner and couldyinall
see Hayes House ahead of her. She saw the n#atlydesign on the curb stating PRIVATE
HOME—NO TRESPASSING. And she saw a mass of peopleded along the driveway and across
the lawn.

That's weird . ...

As Miranda started to run, neighbors continuedtbeg, all talking somberly to one another whiggyth
watched the house. For the first time she spottegtal police cars and an ambulance. With rising
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dread, she forced her way through curious onloaesip the front steps.

It was Mom who met her at the door. Mom with anreggion much too serious, and a hint of tears
glistening in her eyes.

“It's your grandpa,” Mom said quietly. "He's gdmaney. Teeta found him about half an hour ago . . .
dead in his room."

12

THE AWFUL REALITY WAS SLOW TO SINK IN.

It seemed forever that Miranda stood there, reggutaer mother in stunned disbelief.

She felt Mom take her arm and steer her gentlgiértsie house, then close the door behind them. She
heard Aunt Teeta crying. She could hear the huabieds of police and paramedics, the creaking of
footsteps on the second floor, the muffled manasuwethe stairs as a stretcher was carried down.
Mom coaxed her into the nearest room—what Miraadieguessed to be the living room on her first
visit here.

Yesterday. It was just yesterday.

How could that be? She'd finally found her gramdfatAfter all these years, all her dreams and
imaginings, she'd met him at last. She'd talkealluth, held his hand, touched his face. She'd been
happy and disappointed; she'd been hopeful andendwbpes dashed. She'd been angry and yearning
and horrified and confused, and she'd been giskacking, secret revelation that she couldn't
comprehend and certainly didn't want. There woelddounderstanding now. No answers, no
explanations, nothing.

"It always skips a generation . . . that's why ymama will never understand . . ."

"Maybe this is the place you're supposed to Be . .

Words pounded in her head. Grandpa's words, Esenogdls, useless words, meaningless words.
She'd been afraid of her grandfather—she'd beearessbed and ashamed. But now she was all
mixed up. Now she didn't know how she felt.

| know | loved him. Tears filled her eyes at trairation. And | really wanted to love him. Had he
known? Had he been able to see beneath her res¢aimiedefenses? Had he been able to see that
love in her heart?

Miranda looked down at the glass of water Mom wating in her hand. The two of them were side by
side on the couch, though she didn't remembegsiihe wondered about her mother; she searched
Mom's face for telltale signs of emotion. But wétae saw were features like stone, a dazed expressio
and movements strangely mechanical.

Miranda waited till her grandfather had been takgay. Should she comfort Mom? Strong, stoic Mom
who never asked or even liked to be comforted? Matn't shed a tear when they'd left Florida, their
friends, the empty rubble of their old life. Monrdhaeen in total control, and she'd taken totarobnt
Does she feel guilt? Sadness? Pain? Regret?

Miranda didn't know. And there were no clues tdel.

"I need to check on Teeta,” Mom said softly. "Isgagou and | will be moving into the house now. I'm
sure she's going to need us.”

Miranda could only nod. Mom sounded so calm andtiped, already making plans. Just like when Dad
died. Setting her glass on the coffee table, Maatood on shaky legs.

"I think I'l go outside for a while."

"Not where people can stare, honey. They're lisach of vultures out there, wanting to know every
detail.”

How could she be like that? Miranda wondered. Eem, in the midst of another tragedy, Mom was
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obsessed with what people thought. Fighting dowa\ee of anger, she slipped out the side door that
Etienne had shown her. The trees hid her from \aearwithout hesitating, she hurried along the back
wall and away from the house.

She hadn't intended on going to the park.

She just suddenly found herself at the entrance.

Swept inside by the crowd, Miranda was immediaisfailed by a carnival-like atmosphere. Oh, right.
The Rebel Rouser today. The air was filled witlglder; rich smells of barbecue, boiled shrimpglfrie
fish, and grilled burgers; the pounding, earspiitthythm of a zydeco band. From a petting zodsgoa
and sheep bleated nervously as squealing kidscttiesa with handfuls of food. Bells clanged folklyc
prizewinners at dozens of game booths. Flags fiieam,in Civil War uniforms flirted with hoop-skirted
ladies, and from somewhere in the distance cammtima of a cannon and the muffled discharge of
guns...

Miranda stopped in her tracks. Yes . . . she waaic@ow that what she'd heard from her window
yesterday hadn't been a car backfiring or kidsmdawyith firecrackers . . . "They were gunshotsg' s
mumbled. But not these gunshots.

A chill clawed through her veins. How many oth@ngk had she seen and heard since coming to St.
Yvette? Things she hadn't paid attention to, trehgsshould have noticed?

But how could | have realized? | didn't know! Irdidnow till now—and now | don't want to know!
Forcing down panic, she moved on. She'd hopedédierself here—to blend in, be inconspicuous,
retreat from the rest of the world. How many cl&ge | missed? How many signs have | ignored? She
couldn't stop thinking about it. Why wouldn't ée her alone?

She wandered farther into the park, along windneg;shaded pathways, looking for a place to sit
down. The muggy heat had grown way past stiflifg Jun blazed down without a cloud in the sky. In
the wider, more open spaces, both Rebel and Yaegieents impressed spectators with various
marching and marksmanship skills, while in a samalphitheater, folksingers performed nostalgic Civil
War ballads. Miranda paused briefly at each, tatirmied on to the cemetery.

Unlike the Falls, the Confederate Cemetery had losemgly cared for. Located on a gentle rise, its
grass was lush and green, its graves peacefuhamturbed. Each tomb looked freshly whitewashed,
banked with masses of flowers and foliage, deabraith vintage photographs, religious figurines,
yellow ribbons, rosaries, and votive candles titkisred among the crosses. Markers and memorials
stood proudly. Every name and message was distinct.

Spotting an empty bench, Miranda went over andaah. It was a beautiful spot, facing the graveyard
across a flower-bordered path, but the beautyttkltb console her. As families strolled pasg sh
thought of her grandfather—all the things left ichead undone, all the unexpressed feelings and
unanswered questions.

A fine sheen of sweat glazed her brow. She wasdesbrmer by the minute—warm from the inside
out—getting so hot, she could hardly stand it. \Btredered vaguely if someone had set up a grill
nearby; she could see fine tendrils of pale, gragke curling through the air. | just never expected
Grandpa to die. | just never expected any of this.

Leaning forward, she propped both elbows on hezkne. covered her face with her hands. She
wanted to cry, but she felt so empty. When shéiyfilited her head again, she was surprised to see
even more smoke in the air, floating slowly indiegction, bringing with it a faint, familiar smell .

That smell! That smoke!

Only now the odor was stronger—more recognizables-aoughts and images were tumbling wildly
through her brain. Sweat and sulfur, dirt and blaod open sores, stagnant water, charred fless,ash
and hot, hot metal . . .

Miranda stiffened and looked around. There weaeny'grills in sight, no cookouts, no food vendors.
Not a single blade of grass stirring, not a sitegiérustling on a tree, though the smoke kepirayif
toward her.

Alarmed, she jumped to her feet, waved her arred, ttiv fan back the smoke. It was getting thicker,
and with a slow, sick awareness, she watchedkieddo red. Like last night . . . oh, God, justli&st



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http:/maww.pr ocesstext.com/abclit.ntml

night. ..

"Please!" A dark haze was all around her now, shielict see the path anymore, not even six feet
away. "Can someone help me?"

And, yes, thank God, someone was coming to hefpk8lld see the vague silhouette materializing in
front of her . . . the shadowy hand reaching out .

She realized then why he hadn't been completdjevat first. Why he'd blended so perfectly iie t
smoke. The tattered, gray uniform he was weatrinthe dark smears of blood on his face and his
clothes. Was he from one of those reenactment eatgnshe'd been watching? Yet his body seemed to
hover there, suspended.

"For Miss Ellena," he whispered.

Miranda was totally paralyzed. All she could do wasch helplessly as he came forward to meet her.
"Takeit...therose..."

That sorrowful voice. That raw, empty, pleadingcepheartbreaking in its anguish.

That voice Miranda knew, for she had heard it lsefor

"Who are you?" From some distant place inside & HMiranda knew she hadn't spoken aloud. Yet she
heard the echo of her question, and she undestoaeehow that the young man heard it, too.

"Who are you?"

The answer came like a death rattle.

"What do you want?"

His face began to appear through the gloom. Paléleached skin, eyes like bottomless, blackdiole
Sunken cheeks streaked with blood, parched lipsdoakh blood, but none of that as horrible as the
blood soaking his uniform, as the wide, crimsoim $ipssoming over his shirt, directly over histhea.
"Take it," he murmured. And those lifeless eyasgfastaring, all the suffering there, the hopsless,

the aching regrets . . . "Helpme . . ."

As a faint, ragged breath stirred the air, Miraiettasomething slide across her upturned handaNot
rose, as he'd said, but something like twin@ short length of twine, knotted or twisted or wove.
Braided? She couldn't see it in her open palmd&dgivine?

"For Miss Ellena," he whispered. "The rose .e.rtse. . . the .. ."

And he was fading now, just as his voice was faglistas the smoke was fading . . . fading toingth
but shadow . . . She felt the sun.

She heard the people.

As the park came back into jarring focus, Mirankizgkbd against the light and looked down.

Her hand was empty. And she was crying.

13

THAT NIGHT FOR THE VERY FIRST TIME, Miranda slept in Hayes House. Or rather, tried
to sleep, in between tossing, turning, checkinguraiows, and keeping an eye on her door. Even the
mirror made her nervous—not to mention the clésetspace under the bed, and every shadow in
every single corner.

That poor soldier . . . that poor, tragic soldier.

Nathan, he'd called himself.

She couldn't stop seeing his face, hearing higvoiake it . . . the rose . . . the rose . . A

blood, his sorrow, his unbearable pain . . .

No matter how much Miranda longed to deny it, ignhrand forget it—in her heart she couldn't.
She didn't remember coming home from the parkdShedenly found herself locked in a downstairs
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bathroom, crying into a towel and unable to stopeshe finally slipped out to the kitchen, no one
seemed to have missed her, and she was relietéddhawas too distracted with Aunt Teeta and
pending funeral arrangements to focus on her.

But later, lying there in her mother's childhooomy Miranda almost wished she had someone tatailot
just about the soldier, but about so many otheghiNews of death traveled quickly in St. Yveite]
there'd been a constant procession of neighborggihwut the day, bringing casseroles, cakes, and
condolences. She'd spent most of her time benoglirded to people she didn't know and didn't care
about knowing. She'd felt confused about her getinef—how she should feel and how she should
show it. She'd wondered what to say to her maotvey,seemed rock solid, and what to say to Aunt
Teeta, who was devastated.

Her only source of comfort had arrived later thvaingng, when she'd started down the hallway to go
outside and found Gage at the front door.

"Are you okay?" was the first thing he'd asked. fah, before she'd been able to answer, his arms
were around her in a gentle hug. Miranda had fdoggtit unexpected tears and felt herself
surrendering—just as unexpectedly—to his concern.

"We weren't really sure what to do," Gage explaaseshe led him into the deserted study at the back
of the house. He'd waited till she sat down be#iag the chair across from her. "We all wanted to
come, but we didn't know how you'd feel about & didn't want to make you uncomfortable.”

Miranda simply stared at him. "Nobody needed toecbm

"We wanted to come."

She hadn't known what to say. Despite her bestfhie'd felt embarrassed and strangely touched.
“I've only known you guys for two days."

"Sometimes that's long enough.”

When he smiled, she couldn't help smiling backnat After a moment, he leaned toward her, his voice
more solemn.

"Do they know what happened to your grandfather?"

"They're pretty sure it was a stroke. And thages\guick, so he didn't suffer."

Gage hesitated. "Did what happened at the Fatlsrglag have anything to do with it?"

"l don't know. Maybe we should have taken him ¢ocimic.”

"I think Etienne was right, Miranda—I think we dite best we could.”

"Etienne hasn't been by this afternoon.” She'd &tegted when the words popped out—she hoped
they hadn't sounded— what? Judgmental? Disapp@imtegitruth was, she'd honestly expected him to
show up at the house, at least for Aunt Teetaés sak

Gage's eyes were full of sympathy. "They wereyptigttt, Etienne and your grandfather. | know
Etienne's heard the news, but | haven' talketirigét. He . . ." Again Gage paused, as though
choosing just the right words. "I know he'll belyeapset. And he never lets anybody see him that
"Macho thing?" Miranda couldnt help asking.

A dimple flashed in Gage's cheek. "Somethingltié t guess.”

They'd lapsed into a companionable silence. Tordaait felt so good just to sit there with himt no
feeling the need to pretend or explain or keepwyysart of appearances. He'd seemed in no hurry to
leave, and she'd been glad for him to stay. Anchwaiseattention focused on the comings and gomgs o
the hallway, she'd taken that chance really tystisdface.

Yes, there were definitely resemblances betweee &ad) Etienne—the same high cheekbones, lanky
frames, and dark good looks. She guessed bothibtiers were beautiful. But what was even more
apparent up close was the stark contrast in th& &ggs. One, soulful and sensitive . . . the pother
suspicious and blatantly defiant. "You're stariBgge mumbled.

As Miranda realized she'd been caught, the twieoh taughed self-consciously. Gage lowered hisaseks
slid back in his chair.

"Do you know when the funeral is?" he'd asked her.
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"I heard them talking about Tuesday."

"Let us know for sure.”

"But—"

"So we can be there."

"But—"

"Because." His hands went up to ward off her qurestiBecause we want to, okay?"

"Oh, and um . . ." Frowning slightly, he traced tinger across his upper lip. "I'm not sure itsright

time to bring thisup . . ."

"No, go ahead."

"That building you wondered about this morning? ividig Gallery?"

The change she'd felt had been immediate—thagtimigtin her stomach, that tensing of her
nerves—though Gage didn't seem to notice. InHakt,seemed almost too casual as he continued
talking.

"I've been trying to find some information on taven't really come up with much yet, but what djat

so far is pretty interesting."

Miranda swallowed nervously, half expecting hirbriag up her odd behavior of that morning. But Gage
only cleared his throat and looked down at the floo

“I'thought . . . maybe later . . . when you fedlds@ Maybe we could talk about it.”

"Yes. Later's good. I'd really like that."”

"Great. Well . . . | better go." As the two of thetaod, he'd fished in his shirt pocket and hahded
folded slip of paper. "Here's my cell phone numBed Etienne's. In case you . . . you know . edne
anything.""Thanks."

Giving her another hug, he whispered, "I'm sornyahtla. Just remember I'm—we're—thinking about
His body was warm and strong, and there was nathénigast bit shy about the way he held her.
Miranda had a sudden, silly urge just to stancetimehnis arms and never leave. But instead, sketpul
free and walked him to the door, her mind in tutn®#iould | tell him? About what happened in thikpa
today? And how | knew about the opera house? Becamsehow she was sure Gage would listen . . .
somehow she was sure he'd understand.

"Gage?"

Stopping on the walkway, he'd turned to look batiea "Yeah?"

"Nothing. Just. . . thanks."

"l didn't do anything."

"Yes, you did. More than you know."

That dimple again, and a modest shrug. "See you."

Exhausted, Miranda had dragged herself througleshef the evening. After the last visitor hadegon
she and Mom and Aunt Teeta had sat together kitteen, picking at the vast assortment of food, bu
eating little. Aunt Teeta showed Miranda her nemnre-a cozy little hideaway tucked up on the third
floor—then immediately went to bed. While Mom itagson tidying up, Miranda made a quick run to
their apartment to fetch nightgowns and toothbraishsed now she couldn't sleep.

It had been a long and grueling day, a bizarreugadtting day. Even with her soft mattress antiéeat
pillows and the privacy she'd been longing for aiita could only pitch restlessly back and forth and
stare wide-eyed into the darkness.

This room had been Mom's, Aunt Teeta had told heis+éom was where Mom had spent all her
growing-up years. It sat right at the top of thecawa third-floor staircase, small and sparselyiiired
and nestled snugly back under the eaves. Insteadaainditioning, French doors stood open to disma
sun porch where screened windows on three wailsedl for breezes, but could also be shut against
bad weather. There'd been many a slumber partigavet Aunt Teeta recalled—qgirlfriends staying up
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till all hours, talking and giggling throughout @long, carefree summer nights. At one end ¢fdteh a
door led out to a flight of wooden steps. The lianisas overgrown with ivy and honeysuckle vines,
and the steps went all the way down to a thickiyisteried back corner of the house.

Miranda wondered if her mother ever thought abdositsun porch, about this room, about childhood. If
her mother ever had any happy memories at dilemories . . .

But Miranda had her own memories to deal with faniglemories trudging heavy through her brain and
flashing back at her like snapshots, making het heze and her head pound. The walls seemed to be
sgueezing in. The stagnant air whispered with fayasgreams. Unable to fight it any longer, she gonp
up and made for the door, not even bothering Wwetbedside lamp. Smart, Miranda. Real smatrt.
She'd forgotten how dark the staircase was. Gregiamg the wall, she couldn't find a light switch
anywhere, but she could follow the sudden rumbbeuot Teeta's snoring. With a relieved sigh, she
reached the dimly lit second-floor landing, thentitwed on down toward the kitchen. That's when

she heard the crying.

Miranda froze at the foot of the stairs. Oh, plé€asd, not again. Yet almost at once she realized th
crying was different. Not the same ghostly sousdsefore, but almost as heartbreaking. And very, ve
close by.

Still fearful, she peered through the kitchen daynilrhe room was mostly in shadow, though a pale,
silver moon shone in at the window above the 3ihkn, as her eyes adjusted to the gloom, shey/finall
recognized the figure at the table. Mom sittingetveth her head lowered on folded arms, and her
whole body shaking with sobs.

Miranda had never seen her mother cry like thisrbeln fact, she couldn't remember having seearper
at all since Dad died. Mom—the strong one, thenille one—always unflappable in the face of every
situation, no matter how bad.

Startled, her mother gasped and looked up in dl@mMiranda, it's you. What's wrong, honey, cant

you sleep?"

Just like that, in total control again. While Midancould only stand there and watch helplessly.

"Mom?" she whispered.

For an endless moment their eyes locked. Mom'sHiutigired uselessly toward her coffee cup, as if
searching for some viable excuse.

"Mom ... what's wrong?"

Her mother's shoulders sagged. Miranda moved sksbss the floor and took the empty chair across
from her.

"What are you doing up?" Mom asked again.

"lwas . . . thinking about stuff."

"Me, too." Mom made a feeble attempt at a laughellMour grandpa, mostly. But a lot of other stuff

too, | guess.”

From her mother's red, puffy eyes, Miranda collldlie'd been crying for a long time. Now she asked
cautiously, "What were you thinking about Grandpa?"

"About . . . oh, time, | suppose. How fast it gé¢sw much it can end up robbing you, if you I&t it.

Mom idly stirred her cold coffee, gazing down at$moon.

"We were so different, Miranda—your grandpa afg&ta was younger, and she was always closer to
Daddy. | was the one closer to Mother, and afteidstd, | felt . . . | don't know . . . excludedess.
Teeta was always so good, and | was always thiioebene."

"You!" Miranda couldn't hide her shock.

"Yes, me. And don't get any ideas.” Mom frowneghotk sternness. "Daddy was . . . different. Teeta
always seemed to understand that. Accept that."

"How do you mean?"

"He was . . . | don't know. Just different. Sorjoiet, never shared much. Strict with us and ypverl
protective—at least that's how | saw things wh&ad growing up. He had his hobbies, his books . . .
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He kept to himself a lot. | never knew what he thiaging. But Mother—well, she was so animated, so
happy all the time. You always knew where you staitiadl Mother, and people really loved her. But
Daddy had these . . ." She shrugged. "Moods. TitatisMother called them. His moods."

Miranda said nothing. Simply waited for Mom to doné.

"I don't know how else to describe it, just thatifget . . . weird about things. Like when Teethlan
would have our hearts set on going somewhere. #thd &ast minute Daddy would tell us we couldn't
go, that something bad had happened there, anfbiitius to even step foot near the place.”
"So...whatd you do?"

Mom gave a rueful smile. "We didn't go. No matteat\Daddy said, no matter how irrational he
sounded, and no matter how much Teeta and | argMiadirer would put her foot down, and we'd
stay home."

"Had anything bad happened in those places?"

"Who knows? Daddy never explained how he knew ahest so-called 'bad'’ things. Or where—or
who—he got his inside information from." Mom's saro was tempered with sadness. "Whatever the
reasons, he completely believed them. And Motheptaiely believed him."

Chills raked at Miranda's spine. She didn't wahetr any more about Grandpa or his warnings, yet
something held her tightly in her seat. Sometthiagdompelled her to keep listening.

"There was one time though." Mom's brow furroweithought. "I remember Teeta and | were going to
a carnival in the next town. But sure enough,atéry last second, Daddy said we couldn't go. We
were devastated. | wouldn't speak to him for deysn about two weeks later, we found out five girls
had been raped at that carnival.”

The chills were growing steadily worse. Mirandalddeel herself starting to tremble.

"Apparently every night this carnival worker wopidk out a certain girl in the crowd to follow. Hejo

up to her, looking very upset, and say he was @babout his wife—that she'd gone into one of the
public restrooms but hadn't come out again. Hg'tlesel been waiting for a long time, and he'dlzeskjirl to
go in and check on her. Well, of course, all tiks granted to help. He'd take each of them back

to the very farthest shelter, back where noboaywets around. Then he'd pull a knife. And when it
was over, he'd threaten them—tell them he knewenthey lived, and if they ever said a word, he'd
find them and kill them and kill their familiesptt

"My God, those poor girls. They must have beeersified.”

"Thank goodness one of them finally found the ageita talk. She and her parents went to the police.
But the carnival had left town by then . . . areldhy had left the carnival.”

"Did they ever find him?"

"Yes. But ..." Mom looked slightly incredulous la¢ tmemory. "After the news got out, Daddy walked
over to the police station one morning and sakhieg where the rapist was. Told them the guy was in
River Camp—a town about five hundred miles fronehkele gave them a physical description, down to
the missing ring finger on the guy’s left hand. Taker park where he was staying, the color ef th
trailer, and the backcountry road where the pasloeated.”

"Well, that was good, right?"

"Except that Daddy'd never been to River Camp. NieVes life.”

"So..." No. | cant ask. | won't ask. "How did Grandpawf"

"That's what the police wondered—along with evegyelse in town. Daddy said he'd stopped at the gas
station and overheard a man talking on the paygbotside. And that when the man saw Daddy
watching, he jumped in his car and took off befameldy could get the license number."

Kind of lame. But kind of believable, too. Mirarglaands clenched together on the tabletop. She
couldn't even look at her mother now. She couldipahoke down the fear in her own throat.

Intent on the story, Mom didn't seem to noticet'@ter Daddy went to the police, | heard him and
Mother talking in their room that night. | didn'ean to listen—I was right outside their door, onway
downstairs. | think . . . Daddy was crying. I'd @eknown him to show that much emotion before,itand
scared me. Mother was trying to comfort him, | gu&gking real quiet. | heard Daddy say something
about another victim, and a hayfield, and that'e lng/d known where the rapist was. That one of the
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victims told him."

Stop, Mom, please stop, don't say these thing$,rdake them true, don't make them real—

"I couldn’t believe what | was hearing. | thougladdy was very sick—mentally sick—that Mother had
just been protecting him and not telling us thihtr&nd then . . ." Pausing, Mom drew a deep, shaky
breath. "And then, a few days later, there it walse newspaper. The police found a girl's body
dumped in an old hayfield on an abandoned farny ®niile from where the carnival had been. They
said she'd probably been there about three weeks."

Without realizing it, Miranda reached across andhed her mother's hand. "So you believed him then,
rght?”

It was a heartfelt plea. But one, Miranda knewnaegpthat her mother couldn't recognize.

"Of course | didn't believe him." Mom'’s tone boedbon regret. "Because things like that are

impossible. When Daddy was in one of his moods)ever knew what he might say—what he might
make up."

"But. . . the rapist. Did they catch him in RiGamp?"

Mom’s lips pressed into a grim line. "They caught bonvicted him, and sent him to prison for'life.

"And ..." Miranda paused, her heart flutteringaiidontrol. "And the girl in the hayfield. Did hdl ker?"

A long silence fell between them. And even befarerhother spoke, Miranda knew what the answer
would be.

"Yes," Mom said at last. "He confessed to evergthin

For an instant, Miranda felt the kitchen recedirmgiad her—she felt a thousand different emotions
battering her from all sides. She was shiverinigrtty now; she didn't know what to say. Argue?
Defend? Confess? Explain? Clamping her arms tighihd her chest, she fought to keep her voice level
"Did your mother believe your dad?"

Mom wasn't looking at her now. Instead, she twinexdcoffee cup slowly between her palms. "Oh,
Mother always stood by him, no matter what. Buighijust got worse after that.”

"Well, maybe | should say, Daddy got worse aftat. #@r his moods got worse after that. Or maybe
they'd been that bad all along, but till that nighen | heard him and Mother talking, | just didetlize

"Did you ever tell Aunt Teeta what you heard?"

"Of course. We started watching Daddy more, argidmted having more moods. We'd hear him
talking to himself— sometimes for an hour, sometimén longer—except it was like . . . like he was
talking to another person. Of course, there wadutdranybody else there. And especially after Mothe
died—then we'd hear him having long conversatiatshsr."

"So whatd you do?"

"Well, it was obvious he was having a breakdowrtyBu didn't talk about things like that in St. Yee
families kept personal things to themselves. Bwangh all our neighbors knew about it. Somethke i
that's pretty hard to hide."

"Small town?"

Miranda was getting used to the cliché. Mom gdesmasmile.

"Small town," she agreed. "And Daddy became thdl-soman eccentric. People pretended not to
notice the glazed look in his eyes, or the waywwald down the street, discussing things with ibles
friends. Everyone considered him fairly creepyHautnless. And naturally, Teeta refused to put him
away. And naturally, | couldn't stand knowing wbihier people thought of him—and of us. The stares,
the gossip, the jokes. | was embarrassed. And ashiam

Briefly her eyes met Miranda's. As a wistful lo@sped over her face, she cleared her throat and
pushed away her half-empty cup.

"I'wish | could have been like Teeta. Maybe itried to understand Daddy more . . . help him mble.
must have been so hard for you, Mom . . . so haingjtésrandpa’s daughter. A million questions rose
up in Miranda’s mind, but she recognized the &aggilge to her mother's voice. Biting hard on her
bottom lip, she resisted the urge to keep nagging.
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"But at the time," Mom continued tonelessly, "alldnted to do was get away from him. Away from

here. As far away as | possibly could. And theret your dad . . ." She hesitated, drew a ragged
breath. "And | did get away."

Her mother's eyes had gone distant now. Teartettidown her face. "Honey, | loved your dad so
much. And then you came along, and things were reaee perfect. | never dreamed that anything bad
could happen to us—to your dad. That someone sayoauld have a heart attack . . . could be here
one minute, so full of life, then be taken fronthesnext.”

"Oh,Mom . .."

"No, honey, I'm okay. When your father died, yaanglpa and Aunt Teeta begged me to come back
here. They wanted to take care of us. To helpdisvatch you grow up. But | just couldn't. | just
couldn't come back to all the gossip and staridgesarything else I'd put behind me. All | could se

were the same things happening all over agaidntdvant you to grow up the way | had.”

"Why didnt you ever tell me this before?"

"I guess .. ." Mom ran a weary hand over her \wegks. "It was just easier not to. Not to involea in
things you couldn't possibly have understood. @mldhouldn't have to carry their parents' burtlens.

"But maybe | could have helped you."

A wan smile touched her mother's lips. "You helgusteby being you. And by being happy. That'taiuld
think about after the hurricane—keeping you safetappy. But we had to come here, Miranda;

we didn't have a choice. And | was scared. Angtlihscared, but I'm ashamed of myself, too."

"Mom, why?"

"Because you didn't get to meet your grandpa, lhel ever really wanted was for us to be a family.
Miranda felt tears on her own face now. "And do rgally believe that? That we can be a family &jain
Ahappy family?"

"Yes. 1 do." Mom's voice was firm. "And | want ytmubelieve it, too, Miranda. | tell your dad every

day how proud I am of you, and how brave you aiyéhat a great life you're going to have."

'‘Realy?’

"Well, of course. Why do you sound so surprised?"

"I'never .. .| guess | never realized you thoadfatut him. | mean, you never talk about him. Nahé,
anyway.”

Now it was Mom's turn to be surprised. "Oh, hoheyy can you say that? Your dad was my whole
world—and | know he was yours, too. And | thoughbrought up memories, it would just make both
of us too sad. | wish | could wave a magic wandraakle everything like it used to be, when he was
here and everything was good. But | can't. And so@éad to be strong. Had to be strong then and
now, to hold you and me together."

Miranda felt another wave of emotions surge thrdwegghFor the moment, every suspicion, every bad
thought, was forgotten.

“I'm here," she insisted. "You have me."

"Thank you, honey." Bending forward across thestdidbm tenderly kissed her brow. "I know that.

And | promise Il try to be better."

"Me, too, Mom. Me, too."

14

AFTER HER MIDNIGHT TALK WITH MOM,  Miranda slept peacefully the rest of the nightrev
waking up much later than usual. She spent m&imday at home, meeting and greeting more
neighbors, making room in the refrigerator for nfoaal, jotting down more names for thank-you notes.
From time to time she caught her mother smilifgeatgiving an appreciative nod. Since Aunt Teeta w
too upset to be of much help, Miranda was gladvi®lgom some much-needed support.

To her surprise, Ashley, Roo, and Parker droppeddsther, bringing a perfectly arranged tray of



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http:/maww.pr ocesstext.com/abclit.ntml

gourmet hors d'oeuvres from Mrs. Wilmington's faealeli, a fresh pot of jambalaya from the girls'
mother—Miss Voncile—and a homemade pie from Roo.

"We don't know what kind of pie exactly," Parkedgais face perfectly composed. "But I've he&d it

the thought that counts."

A slight frown settled between Roo's brows. SHegahged the streaks in her hair from dark purple to
bright orange.

"It's something | havent tried before,” she salelanly. "It's made with cottage cheese.” Ashley
instantly looked alarmed. "You didn't use the gaticheese in the fridge, did you?"

"What other cottage cheese would | use?"

"For God's sake, Roo, that's been in there forsvétsknasty by now."

"Well, 'm sure the cooking part must have killeel bacteria, if that's what you're worried about.”
Despite Parker's vivid portrayal of death by parsgriViiranda made a special point of exclaiming ¢ive
pie. Then she dumped it in the trash can as sabeateft.

By late afternoon, she was beginning to feel trdppke steady stream of visitors had finally dvesail
so she went out onto the veranda and sat in tish paing, swaying back and forth, lulling hersetibia
doze. When she heard her name being spoken, sheduguiltily, only to find Gage seated beside her.
"Didnt mean to wake you," he said.

"You didnt"

"Unthuh.”

"lwas just. . . thinking."

"Do you always snore when you think?"

"l was not snoring.”

"I could hear you all the way down the street.”

Despite his insistence, she saw the teasing &ybis She looked around for the rest of the glauihe
appeared to be alone.

"Feel like getting away?" he asked her.

"That obvious, huh?"

"The Tavern has the best burgers in town, if yatt dond walking.”

"Just let me grab my purse.”

After a quick check-in with Mom, Miranda was redadyo. The Tavern was at the opposite end of the
Brickway and mostly uphill, but in spite of the heshie welcomed the fresh air and exercise. Gage
seemed in no particular hurry to get there. Sidedsy they settled into a leisurely stroll, disoug
various points of interest along the way.

"You know, | never thought much about St. Yvettegethis project,” Gage confessed.

"I never thought about my own town either. | gwelsen you live in a place, you just take it for geald’
"Now that I've started doing some research, tleatlyiis this whole dark-history thing going ondBa
stuff behind closed doors. Buildings that look somal from the outside . . . but terrible tragedies
inside."

"You have been doing research.” She waited fotdnloring up the gallery, but he didn't.

"It's interesting. Sad sometimes . . . scary sonasti . . but definitely interesting.”

| can certainly agree with that. Once again shedoyith the idea of confiding in Gage. Once agsia,
kept quiet.

"You just never know about people, do you?" Gag# am seriously. "You think you know somebody
so well. Then it turns out you don't know them i@ thought you did. Maybe we never really know
anybody at all. Even the people we're closest to."

"Or maybe, especially the people we're closest to."

His lips hinted at a smile. "Maybe that's becalsego used to seeing certain people a certain way
The way we want to see them. It sort of gives msdlvision."

Now it was Miranda's turn to grow thoughtful. "Haxmi ever been disappointed? By people you
thought you knew?"

"Wow. There's aloaded question.”
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"Or . .. have you ever trusted your instincts, thed found out you were completely wrong?"

"I let Roo talk me into playing doctor once whenwege little.” Gage sighed. "Unfortunately, shdlyea
meant play doctor. She decided my mosquito bitdetesurgery and cut my knee open with a pair of
blunt scissors."

Miranda’s expression flinched between pain andhtatg

"I still have the scar.” Gage cast her a sideldsgpg. "But that's not what you were asking, ignit?
guessing this has something to do with your grémetta

Reluctantly, she nodded. "l just wish . . . cantgtlume anything about him?"

"| didn't really know him."

"But you must know something about him."

Was Gage deliberately hedging? She couldnt tell.

"Why don't you ask your mom?" he suggested. "Qrauut?"

"l just couldn't, especially not now. Not with wiiay're both going through.”

"Then talk to Etienne. He spent time with your dfatmer.”

And confided in him, too, Miranda thought uneasijow did they get to be friends?"

Gage's only answer was a shrug. Miranda decidesbfotrying.

"How is Etienne, anyway? About my grandpa, | meks. he gotten in touch with you yet?"

"No. Hell come out when he's ready.”

"Are you close to him?"

"You mean, where we live?"

"No, Roo told me that you and he are cousinst Waadered if you're close to him."

"Nobody’s close to him," Gage said matter-of-fatBut if anybody were close to him, then | guéds i
beme”

"So where does he live?"

"He and his mom have a little place down on theagbout a mile or so from the Falls.”

Should she admit that Roo had told her about Eiepast? "What about his dad?"

"Heded"

Gage was facing forward, yet Miranda still cauftgubtle change in his expression. The slow, sigid
of his jawline. The carefully fixed stare. Alimostthough he were watching something too distateioto
see.

"Sorry," she murmured. "That's too bad." Thenr afplit-second pause, she took a chance. "How

did it happen?"

Another shrug from Gage. His straight-ahead stdrg diaver. "He had an accident.”

She wondered why Gage didn't elaborate. Was bfdhese personal things he didn't like discusdhta®
Etienne asked him not to mention it? Whateverghsan, Miranda took the hint and let the subjegi.dr
She could see The Tavern coming into view on al smadle-sac. When they got there, Gage held the
door for her, and they went inside.

They found an empty booth in a back corner away free noise. Miranda couldn't help noticing how
many girls perked up as Gage walked through—wsaé#geand customers alike, calling his name,
delighted to get his attention. Miranda recognseeus flirting when she saw it. Gage, on therothe
hand, seemed not to realize the obvious.

After ordering hamburgers, the two of them settiack in their seats and talked generalities—the hig
school volunteer program, favorite and not-so-fistgachers, the football team, movies they loved,
books they hated, and, ultimately, hurricanes.

"It never happens to somebody you know," Gage dai@ngled himself into the corner, one elbow
resting on the table, a Coke in his other handlwhys just happens on the six o'clock news."

"You're right. And that's why you still can't betst, even when it does happen to you. You just wa

to change the channel and watch something else."

An awkward silence followed, as if Gage were waykip the courage to ask something personal. When
he finally did, Miranda was caught off guard.

"I.. . just keep thinking. | mean, about you and Gage avoided eye contact. "l guess you really
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miss everybody. And the way everything used to peur life."

Thank God he wasn't looking at her. It was allcghéd do to force back tears. "It's all gone. Naghi
will ever be the same.”

"I'm sorry." Gage's voice lowered.

And then, without warning, the need to talk abidoecame overwhelming. "We lost everything when the
hurricane hit. Our house, our furniture, our car,aothes. Everyday stuff you don't even thinkugbio
probably won't see my friends again for a realtgltime. Maybe never. And there's just this hudge ho
inmy heart.

Gage kept silent, but his eyes had gone sad.

"I know Mom'’s really worried about money, too. laneshe just found a job yesterday, but | know
Aunt Teeta's helping us a lot." Miranda pausedaerased. She didn't know why she'd told him that;
she didn't know why she was telling him any of. tAsthe waitress set down their food, she was
thankful for the interruption; another second drelshave been bawling her head off. No more
moments of weakness, Miranda. Way too risky, fgehat much at one time.

"I shouldn't have said anything—" she mumbledGagde immediately stopped her.

"It stays between us, okay? Maybe this just haptniee the right time, when you really neededito t
somebody. And . . . you know . . . 'm glad it was"

An unexpected warmth spread through her. She tifistienapkin in her hands. "Maybe we should talk
about something else.”

He smiled that smile. Picking up the bottle of keft, he poured it liberally over his
Ultra-Supreme-Everything-But-the-Kitchen-Sink Burge

"That building you were interested in . . ." Heaggibly switched the subject. "Magnolia Gallergid t
you | found some information about it." "And . .

" Miranda was all ears.

"And . . . you were right. It was an opera house."

“It. .. are you sure?"

"It was originally built in the early eighteen hueds. But a long time after the war, it changechfioeing
the opera house to being the gallery."

A shiver of excitement went through her. She chaldly sit still as Gage continued explaining.

"St. Yvette might have been small, but it was knéowits culture back then. There were lots of rich
planters around here, and | guess that originahdpmise was all about prestige. And | guess some
pretty famous people performed there."

Music . . . applause . . . swishing of fans oses . . . a curtain falling . . . a voice singing

Miranda drew in a slow breath. "Really? Like who?"

"Nobody | ever heard of." Gage chuckled. "But Isgumome of them came all the way from Europe.”
While the waitress refilled their glasses, Miraodewed thoughtfully on a French fry. "Where'd ynd f
this out?"

"The Internet didn't have much at all. So | stodpethe library yesterday and started looking thinaiineir
private collection on St. Yvette. We can't take ainyout, but we can always go back there anchde
research. The Historical Society might have sofeenmation, too. | thought maybe we could

go there tomorrow after school."

Miranda wasn't sure she could hold out till tomer8he was amazed at Gage's findings, at how
closely they matched the impressions she'd recéwethow that this eerie reality began to dawhem
she wanted to find out all she could.

"Gage, did it say that anything bad happened aitbe house?"

"You mean, besides opera? That's pretty bad.”

She couldn't help smiling. "Are you sure sometalsg bad didn't happen?”

"I'm not sure at all. But you seem pretty sure."

Miranda tried for casual surprise. "l do?"

"And you seemed to know an awful lot yesterday tqlace you'd never seen or heard about
before.”
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It wasn't said accusingly, not even suspiciouskyteMike a gentle reminder. And once again Mirdattia
torn. Gage obviously knew something was going ol though Etienne was the one her grandpa
had advised her to trust, she'd trusted Gage etosblare other personal things with him. So why
can't | tell him about the voices, the screamssdlader in the park—

Startled, she felt a slight pressure on the tigeothin. She hadn't noticed Gage leaning toward he
napkin in hand.

"You have mustard," Gage murmured, "right . rethe

She held very still while he cleaned it off. Shented to concentrate on the opposite wall, but & wa
impossible to look anywhere but at him. Thoseltmgwn eyes with their long dark lashes . . . innbce
and wise at the same time . . . incredibly sweeamazingly sexy . . . "He was amazing . . ." Ra
said.

As the memory of Roo's confession caught her @ffdjMiranda tried once more to look away from
Gage. To focus on anything but his eyes. The faptatential there was both endless and irresistible
"One of the books | found showed some old playbiis Miranda's relief, Gage drew back to his own
side of the table, intent again on research. "There a few pretty bad photos of the building, bo.
didn't say when they were taken though."

Miranda fidgeted with her napkin. "What about daieers? "

"Their names and their acts were listed on théjtisySingers. Actors. Dancers. Clowns." His frown
was genuinely disturbed. "Why are clowns so creéepy?

"You're afraid of clowns?"

"l didn't say that. | just said they're creepy.”

Miranda watched him, amused. The best defenserweasgea better offense.

"You're staring,” Gage mumbled.

"lcanthelpit”

"Why? Do | have a messy face, too?"

"No." Miranda couldn't resist. "You have dimples."

He squirmed self-consciously. "I guess.”

"l bet you get teased a lot.”

"Is there some relevant point to this?"

Miranda did her best to keep a straight face. tiasthey're so cute.”

"Sopit”

"Are you blushing?’

"Shutup.”

Oh, Gage, you have noidea . . . if Marge and daaaie here right now, they'd jump all over you.
Sitill flustered, Gage signaled the waitress. Bubs someone else who walked over instead. "Private
conversation?" Etienne greeted them. "No," Gageeres, a little too quickly.

"Inimate conversation?"

"I was just telling him about his . . ." Mirandagaa, but Gage looked so trapped, she didn't have th
heart to bring Etienne into it. "Just telling hiboat—"

"We were talking about the gallery,” Gage brokglihat building she was wondering about.”

Etienne glanced purposefully from Gage to Mirangthlzack again. "'l don't know, from where | was
standing over there, you were looking a little emassed."”

"The opera house. | was telling her what | fourtd ou

"Okay, if you say so."

“It's true!"

"And | said okay. | believe you. You gonna eatré®t of those fries?"

Gage slid his plate across the table as Etiershinddeside Miranda. Etienne shot her a secret wink
"It's not the thing with the dimples again, is hi@"asked innocently. "I don't know what it is vgiits,

the way yall love his—"

"Why are you here?" Gage asked. Getting to hisHegidointed toward the restrooms. "I'l be right
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back. You can leave the tip."

"l was going to anyway."

"No, I'm paying for my own." Miranda picked up tab, but Etienne's hand came firmly down on hers.
"Gage and me, we are nothing if not true southemtiegmen. And a lady never pays on her first date.”
Now Miranda was flustered. "It's not a date. Wéyre@gere talking about that building.”

"I know that." Shrugging, he yanked a napkin frbmrnetal holder. "l also know Beth, your waitress.
She's the one who heard you teasing Gage."

"You are so bad."

With a vague frown, Miranda settled back to waialméat. Unlike Gage, it didn't seem to bother him,
being the object of her scrutiny. She could only»elaat his focus.

"Magnolia Gallery," she said at last, "Etienniéwasan opera house."

"You sound surprised.”

"l ... dont know what to think."

"How about the truth?"

For a long moment, she gazed down at her plataslithe intensity of Etienne's stare that made her
look up again.

“I'm sorry | didn't pass by your house." His voibeugh lower now, had tightened. "I should have. |
wanted to."

"Don't apologize. You were my grandpa’s friends fimiist be really hard for you."

Etienne didn't answer. Resting his elbows on thie,the wiped his mouth with the napkin, then
crumpled the napkin in one fist. Miranda wonderédine was feeling. She understood that sense of
loss, of being left behind. But with Etienne, itsramost impossible to know what emotions he was
hiding.

"Maybe . . . maybe there's something of Grandpa'd ike to have?" she suggested. "To remember

him by? | could make sure you get it."

He seemed to mull this over. "Thanks. I'l thinkiata."

"Id really like to."
The hard lines softened around his mouth. "l knberSaid quietly.
Well . . . I guess this is as good a time as amy.Hfadn't been able to tell Gage, but Etienne . .

"Something happened to me in the park yesterday! Rnow | didn't imagine it."

This time she'd definitely piqued his interestddemed about to question her when Gage suddenly
leaned over the back of their booth.

"l just remembered," Gage said to Miranda.

Etienne shifted easily to one hip, fished intqoaisket, tossed some money on the table. "Whafs tha
"The name of the opera house."

Gage stood aside as the other two got out. He duisledn money to Etienne's.

But Etienne was only half listening. "Come orgjikle yall a ride."

"So what is it?" Miranda asked. "What's the name?"

Gage squeezed in close to her as they pushed/#yaio the door. "The Rose."

"Thewhat"

"The Rose Opera House." Gage's expression tumeasctiHave you heard of it?"

Quickly Miranda shook her head. They were at thektnow, and she climbed in tensely between the
two boys. Etienne started the engine, and her razet! back, back to yesterday, to the old building
and the sweet smell of roses . . . to the parkl@dhostly plea: "Take it . . . therose .. ."
Connections, somehow? Coincidences?

"Miranda? Here's your house."

"What?" Both Gage and Etienne were looking at3tee.managed a sheepish smile. "Oh. Sorry. You
guys want to come in?"

She was conscious now of Etienne’s thigh agairstAed of Gage's arm along her shoulders, resting
lightly on the back of the seat. The guys seemegdbange a mutual glance.

"Better not." Etienne shrugged. "Night job."
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"Homework." Helping her out, Gage walked Mirandtdndoor. "Don't forget about the Historical
Society. Right after school tomorrow."

"I won't. And thanks for tonight, Gage. | had dlyegood time."

Smiling, he turned and headed back to the truthki@nda let herself in.

Surprisingly, no one seemed to be around. AuntBegbor was closed, and though the TV still blared
from the den, Miranda found her mother sound asiagpe couch. Deciding not to wake her, she shut
off the television, covered Mom with an afghanntharried upstairs.

The Rose Opera House!

Is that what the Gray Soldier—Nathan—was tryingliane? Not a flower, but a place? That must be
it—why else would | have known about the gallergeobeing an opera house?

Flopping down on her bed, she gazed numbly aiiheg: More puzzle pieces fitting together...4ilit s
so unbelievable... still so impossible!

No . .. notimpossible. The truth. Grandpa knestiith. And you know it, too, Miranda.

Turning off the bedside lamp, she closed her eygslafted. The darkness was sultry and still,epde
hole to hide in. She wished she could turn offhied as easily as she could turn off the light Haut
thoughts refused to cooperate. If only | could &ngdwers . . . figure things out . . . The Rosa®pe
House.

"For Miss Ellena.. . . takeit. . .therosé'. ..

"Helpme."

Miranda shuddered as Nathan's words echoed ovewanah her head. Like a song, like a spell. Over
and over and over again . . . exhausting her ieéps . .

Miranda was floating . . . surrounded by darkrn&sspended in time. And there was a faint, faraway
voice . .. like an echo underwater . . . rippbofly . . . shimmering sadly . . . Miranda strdite hear.
"Takeit. .. for Miss Ellena.. . ."

She was apart from everything—she was part of tregy he could see her—she was invisible; she
suffered with him—she was at peace—helpless apgeddhin the smoke and the fog and the downpour
of rain and the earth running dark, dark crimsdh tiood . . .

"Help me," Nathan said to her. The soldier in gifasyyoung man with the helpless, haunted face.
"Youre the only one.”

And his pale, outstretched hand . . . a shortheoigivine, woven, knotted . . . only this time hiegers
brushed over it, this time her fingers closed alatin

Miranda touched his hand. His skin was ice coldfihgers passed right through.

"Takeit..."

Jerking upright, she saw the figure beside her bed.

The figure veiled in shadows, just beyond reathesfoonlight through her windows.

She tried to cry out, but couldn't; her heart léapther throat and stuck there as she gaspéddath.
"No!" Miranda choked.

She closed her eyes, willing him away. When shaagpthem again, he was gone.

Yet Miranda wasn't comforted. Tears ran down heekst her covers were damp with sweat. She
reached for the lamp on her nightstand, then siydfilere.

She was holding something. Something clutchedytigither hand.

Puzzled, she spread her fingers and looked clogbe room's pale glow, she could see the small,
familiar object nestled there against her palm.i®tGod . . ." she whispered.

It was a piece of braided twine.
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PRAYING NO ONE WOULD HEAR HER, Miranda sped downstairs to use the kitchen phise.
she punched in Etienne's number, she was stilnghak

"Please, Etienne," she whispered. One ring. Tviease pick up.”

She had to tell someone. There was nobody hedsltketalk to, and she had to tell someone what
had just happened, what she'd just found. Thrge iour.

Her grandpa had told her to trust Etienne, anavsimeed to—more than anything right now, she wanted
to trust him. And | need to trust him. Becausethe'snly one now who'll believe me.

Five rings. "Come on, Etienne, where are you?"

"Yeah?" That deep, husky voice, slightly breathl&&sah, hello?"

"Etenne—"

"Miranda? What's wrong?"

"I'm sorry. | hope you weren't asleep.”

"Me, no, | never sleep." His tone sharpened. "Sungss wrong, | can tell. What is it?"

Hesitating, she cupped her hand around the phohglamced nervously over her shoulder. She took a
deep, steadying breath, barely managing a whi$peed to talk to you. | need your help."

"Wait for me in your room."

"What! Now?"

Realizing he'd hung up, Miranda stood therechitilthing the receiver. She hadn't actually askadd
come by—she'd have been thankful for just a com@pcbnversation over the phone.

But now that he was coming, she felt better nd.safer. She only hoped he'd get here fast.
Reluctantly she crept to her bedroom, pausing®thtieshold to make sure she was alone. She
switched on every lamp, put on her robe, and ctxdelt against the headboard with her pillows around
her. She figured Etienne would sneak in the side diownstairs, so when she heard footsteps out on
the sun porch, her heart nearly stopped.

"Miranda, its me," Etienne said softly. "You oKay?

Ducking his head, he slipped through the low dogn4a he stopped beside her bed and gazed down at
her, Miranda went limp with relief.

"How'd you know where my room is?" she asked.

"Your grand-pére, he had me fixing things in heeateek before you came. He was always hoping
youd live in this house.”

The reminder stabbed painfully through her. Tryiotto cry, she gestured past Etienne toward the
sun porch. "Howd you get in?"

"What, you think | don't know how to pick a lock?"

She couldn't tell if he was teasing or not, buelgess were dead serious, sweeping the room with one
keen glance. "What's going chef?"

But now that he was with her, she couldn't sallishe could do was point to her nightstand aed th
piece of knotted twine she'd tossed there wheth irefor the phone.

Etienne's brow furrowed. "This?" And then, whenavida finally nodded, he scooped it up to examine

it more closely. "What the hell is it?"

"l don't know."

"So...what am I missing? Where'd you get it?"

"Nathan gave it to me," she whispered, but not émaiigh for Etienne to hear. She watched him hold i
near the lamp, turn it carefully over in his painwvas about six inches long, narrower than a hema
shone dull in the lamplight, the color of rust.

"It's solid . . . really tight. But it's not twine. | don't think it's any kinda string. See hbasv it's braided?"
Etienne shot her a sidelong glance. "More like eth? Like a piece of braided hair?"

Miranda couldn't look at it anymore; it made han skawl. "You're not serious, are you?"

"It's been braided once . . . and then back asadf.itEtienne's long fingers stroked the woveresdg
"And look—there's something on each end . . . faesde, they're so tarnished. Like some kinda
clamps or clasps—what, to keep the hair from uhngygs
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"Etienne, please tell me you didn' just say—"

"Hair. | think this is human hair."

Clutching a pillow to her chest, Miranda foughtaffesh wave of horror. "Then what does it mean?
And why did Nathan give it toe?"

"Nathan? Whoa, now. Just a minute. Who's Nathan?"

"The Gray Soldier." She was shaking again; shel ¢@ar her words tumbling out all wrong. "Thats hi
name—the soldier in the park. Except he wasn'tireaan, he was real —but a real ghost. And then
tonight when he was here . . . tonight in my rodmem—"

Abruptly she broke off. The confusion in Etieng/ss had faded to understanding; his face blurred
through her tears.

"Start at the beginning.” Slowly he sat besid@hédhe bed. "And don't leave anything out.”

Somehow she was able to do it—to recall her expezgein detail; to answer his occasional questions;
to explain as best she could. She knew Etienrevidliher, yet she longed to know what he was
thinking. She wished she could see inside that, d#éok stare, into the carefully guarded placédssof
mind.

As Miranda finished, Etienne refocused his attargiothe braid. "So where does this fit in with
everything?"

"And all the stuff about roses?" Miranda addedmiélled them at the gallery that morning . . . Blath
talked about a rose . . . and then tonight Galgantel the name of that opera house was the Rose.
Those cant be just coincidences."

"You got any idea who Miss Ellena is?"

"And I'm guessing this Nathan, he's in the Reb&ygnim wearing that gray uniform and all.”

Again, she nodded. "He was so sad, Etienne. Ikfawt how to describe it exactly, but..." Miranda
made a futile gesture. "More than sad, even. Wbasesad. Just empty . . . completely lost.”

The room fell silent. Only night sounds now, miagiaintly beyond the open windows. She was all too
aware of Etienne's gaze, though she'd closed éerAsd sensing he might reach for her, she pigked
another pillow to hug, and leaned her head backsighe wall.

"So | guess this is how my life's going to be fraow on,” she murmured. "Just like Mom said it vaas f
Grandpa. All kinds of bad surprises coming outasfimere.” "Not

all bad," Etienne answered quietly.

Opening her eyes, Miranda fixed him with a bittares "Being scared all the time? Having to see the
very worst tragedies? And hear the very worst soffe? How can —how could any person—be
expected to live that way?"

"Cause you've got to." Etienne was firm, thoudhunkind. ""Cause like it or not—want it or not-s-t'

who you are. Look, your grand-pere, he loved yamsch. Do you think for one second he'd have
wanted you hurt or unhappy?"

"Then why didn't he just tell me how I could esdigdamily curse?"

"If he'd thought it was a curse—and if there'd @eaiay out—I'm sure he'd have told you. For your
sake."

Despite her resentment, Miranda needed to beheteShe remembered the last time she'd seen her
grandfather, and her smile began to fade. "So hdmgiens now? What can | do about it?"

"Not tum them away."

Just what Grandpa said.

“Listen to them. And help them." As Etienne's veioftened, some deep, hidden emotion flickered
briefly in his eyes. "Your grand-pére, he made al@iotta differences in their world. And when they
found peace . . . then he found peace. Let thetle gou."

"You mean, like Nathan? Is he trying to guide me?"

"Think about it. When you see him—when he talkgoie— besides feeling sad for him, what do you
know? Down here in your gut, what do you rekitpw?"

"l know .. ." Yes, Miranda, look inside . . . yda know. "l know . . . he wants me to deliver a
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message. | know the message is really importadt] A&mow it's for someone named Miss Ellena.”
"So that's where you need to start, yeah? With yaogknow."

"But how will that help him if I can't figure ourie rest?"

"You can," Etienne assured her. "And I'm gonnaylp Whatever kind of research we need to do,
wel'll take each clue as it comes. And right now"-héid up the braid, dangling it between his
fingers—this is the best clue we've got."

Miranda's face went grim. "Well, the only clue vaa ectually see and touch, anyway. Even if we don't
know what it is."

"But something might come to you, yeah? Maybeuf just look at for a little while . . . or holdrit your
hana?"

"No. | can't." As more tears threatened, she faiagtwntrol the quiver in her voice. "I don't wamt

see him in my room again. 'm sorry . . . | justica

"Ssh ... it's okay. Il take it with me, howisit? You need to rest anyhow, and | need to go."

Almost fearfully, Miranda looked up again. She Watt Etienne get to his feet and slip the braidtiveo
front pocket of his work shirt. She watched himdewer to peer solemnly into her eyes.

"The next few days are gonna be hard, cher. The amd the funeral and all. You gotta be strong, you
gotta be good for your family..." His voice traileifl His hand brushed lightly over her hair. "J5rree
was always so proud of you," Etienne whisperedw'Nanow why."

The words stayed with her long into the night. Laftgr Etienne had left her, long after her eydirdsly
Closed.

And "Who'll watch out for them?" she heard her dgather whispering. "For all of them? After 'm

gone?'

16

SOMEHOW MIRANDA DRAGGED HERSELF THROUGH MONDAY.

She didn't remember falling asleep the night befwiéany ghostly voices had sought her out @adhs.
Exhausted and depressed, she was already inradodl by the time she got to school—and the
morning went steadily downhill from there. Sheshslated the wrong chapter in her Spanish workbook;
she'd completely forgotten about a math assigni@batfiunked a pop quiz in English lit. Parker wndser
first class, Ashley and Gage in her third, andcsiodd swear they were acting differently towardtbday.
Evasive, she noted, and somewhat distant. Shecaught Parker staring from time to time, but when s
made eye contact, he quickly looked away.

She told herself that it was all in her mind, #ta was being paranoid—yet she couldn't shakeeivef
that something was wrong. When noon rolled araimeldecided to hide out in the library. She didn't
expect Ashley to show up at her locker before siiglescape.

"Have lunch with us." Ashley smiled, as friendiyessr. Aimost too friendly, Miranda couldn't help
thinking. "We've got this great spot outside winezealways eat."

Miranda had seen them and their great spot orirsiaaldy of school. The close-knit group eatintipeir
special table, in their own private corner of ttigoslyard. Now Ashley's invitation made her feel
irritable and trapped. She had too much on her;slmEneeded to find a quiet place, be alone, sort
things out. She didn't want to be part of theiugrdhey'd forced her into it, and now everythirag\a
mess. They were getting too close to her, and mo\iféawas worse than ever. "I'm not hungry," she
insisted, slamming her locker door.

Instantly sympathetic, Ashley laid a comfortingdhan her arm. "Are you worried about that quiz?
Don't be. There was a death in your family—Mr. Kereally understanding about things like that. Al
the teachers are. Trust me, he wont even couigrtice.”

"l just cant eat right now, okay?"

"You don't have to eat. We need to talk about tbegt—get your opinion on some things before we
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tum in that outline.”

Miranda cringed. She'd forgotten that their prapetiine was due today, but Ashley was quick to
reassure her.

"We didn't want to bother you with it, Miranda. Yiead enough on your mind this weekend. Anyway,
Gage and | put something together. Like we always/tlen we're working with Roo and Parker.” She
paused for a long-suffering sigh. "But | think thefine's good. Very good and very thorough.”

"Then you don't need my opinion," Miranda repliedblsornly. "I'm sure whatever you did is perfect.”
"We really need you, Miranda. Please come. Theogroot complete without you."

Don't you get it? | don't want to complete the grdunever wanted to complete the group. | wahtetteft
alone.

Without giving Miranda another chance to refuséyléspractically dragged her down the hall. There
were a lot of kids eating outside, some at woodangtables, others at round umbrella tables, noany
benches, steps, and blankets, or just grabbing sj@cks at the vending machines. Miranda saw the
four familiar faces in their usual hangout—Etiean@ng them—but again she sensed that something had
changed. As if they were all studying her. Andigynot to. And hoping she wouldn't notice.

"Hey, there you are.” Gage immediately slid ovengéde room. "We tried to catch you after class, but
you disappeared.”

Miranda settled beside him. Parker was gulping dawoke, watching her over the rim of his cup.
Ashley sat down next to Parker, her smile fixadlfrin place. Standing, Etienne leaned casualiyaa
the table. Roo was the only one who met Miranga's.e

"You met a ghost," Roo said. "How cool is that7kEa

choked, spitting ice in all directions.

There followed a moment of stricken silence. Thanjng to Roo, Gage shook his head in disbelief.
"Very nice. Hell of a lead-in."

"Subtle as always," Parker muttered, brushinghiges@nd cola off the front of his shirt.

Even Ashley looked distressed. As Roo's words begsink in, Miranda could only sit there in stutine
silence, pinned by five pairs of eyes. Then shetlislowly to Etienne.

"You. . . told them?" Her voice hardened withghim of betrayal. "You told them what happened?"
"Right, like we're not already involved." Roo gavdismissive shrug. "Like we all didn't see you

freaking out at the gallery yesterday."

Parker and Gage closed ranks. "Roo, shut up.”

"What? What's the big deal?"

Throughout the exchange, Miranda kept watchingnB#iesearching for some sign of remorse. But his
stare—and his words—weren't the least bit apolngeti

"Look, with all of us, there's a whole lot bettiance of figuring things out. | thought Gage migiaw
what the braid was. Or Parker might've seen onetsomat the museum. You and me, we can't think
of everything, yeah?"

"So you told them," Miranda repeated, still shocked

"It was the right thing to do—the smart thing to Aod they needed to know."

"You had no right." Pain had turned to anger nowaihda’s throat squeezed tighter and tighter. "You
wanted me to trust you."

"And |meant it."

"You were supposed to keep this secret. Thisasraighing.”

"Get used to it," Parker snorted. "No secretdsmtiotley crew.”

Taking her elbow, Gage turned her gently back tdwae others. "It's okay, Miranda. We—"

"We'd just like to help." Ashley broke in.

It was all Miranda could do not to break down. Niynghe stood up and started walking away, but
what Etienne said next, stopped her.

"Your grand-pere, it's what he wanted, Miranda."

"No," she replied, fixing him with a bold, accusstgre. "He wanted you to help me, no one else.”

"l am helping you."
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"How? By sneaking around behind my back? By mdiangf me?"

"Uh-oh," Parker mumbled. "Soap-opera time."

“Listen to me." Before Miranda could take anotlep,sEtienne blocked her path and caught her firmly
by the shoulders. "I already told you, | saw whdid to Jonas. And I'm not gonna let that happen t
There was cold, hard truth in his eyes. And a diétettion so strong, it nearly overpowered her.
"Miranda?" Ashley's concem broke the tensionadete"

Etienne released her. As Miranda reluctantly félcedyroup around the table, she could see everytint
expression waiting for her response.

"We really can help you," Ashley said softly. "Bledet us.” Miranda

turned back to Etienne. His gaze was sure andystead

"You need friends, cher. And we're your friends.”

Seconds dragged by while she tried to think. Stsehwet and confused; she was flattered and touched
and even strangely relieved. The reality of hemiis crowding in on her, much too close, much too
quick.

"It wouldn't be so scary with us around.” Roo patbsophically.

Tipping his cup, Parker shook more ice into histimand slanted Roo a look. "Not true. It's always
scary with you around."

"Give us some credit." Gage winked at Miranda. fviigght surprise you if you give us a chance.” "You
don't have to be in this alone," Ashley insisted.

Yet despite the positive support, Miranda coukh@ke her bewilderment or her doubts. "Why are you
doing this?" she asked them. You're already friemubpeople like you don't let strangers into your
exclusive little group. Besides that, how could gossibly understand what you're getting into, when
dont even understand it myself ? "You don't evemime."

"Etienne threatened us." Yawning loudly, Parkeegalong stretch, then wheezed as Ashley punched
him in the ribs. "I'm kidding! Hey, I'm kidding, al¢? Damn, Ashley!"

"You might as well say yes, Miranda," Ashley péesigs if Parker weren't there. "Because we'rgjgoin

to help you find out about poor Nathan one waynotfzer."

"How?" Miranda challengedHbw are you going to do that?"

"Well ... we...don'tknow yet. We're still. still . . ."

"Trying to decide if I'm as crazy as my grandpava® Miranda, the uneasy silence spoke volumes. It
lasted only a second, but that was long enoudtrefdneart to drop. "Look, you guys.” Her tone came
out harsher than she'd intended. What was | tlyAkishould have just kept on walking. "This is

private, okay? And | don't need any help, anallyrdoesn't matter if you believe me, so—""I

believe you," Gage said quietly. "You know | dojRechoed.

"And me." Ashley's head bobbed up and down.

Scowling, Parker glanced at each of them. Theplted his arms across his chest, leaned back, and
scowled harder. "Well, | don't believe her. | dbelieve any of yall, and | think you're all crayt . .

. what the hell.”

"Well, cher." Etienne faced Miranda. "The soonestag, the better, yeah?"

The bell rang then. Grateful for the distractiomavda trailed the others back across campus. &se w
just starting into the building when Etienne sudigierok her arm and steered her into an alcoveavher
they couldn't be seen.

Flustered, she peered up at him. He wasn't hdi@ingow, but the alcove was small, and their bodies
were practically touching. As his eyes fixed orsheine realized he'd moved nearer, and there was
nowhere she could go.

Her pulse began to race. He was standing so clageeldse—and she wanted him closer, even as she
wanted to push him away. She was afraid he mighalchear her heartbeat or her quick intake of
breath.

"Miranda," Etienne murmured, "l promised to help.ybo protect you."
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His stare never wavered. His lips were only indfeea her own.

"l keep my promises."

Before Miranda could react, Etienne was out oatbeve and backing slowly away, one corner of his
mouth hinting at a smile.

17

WHEN MIRANDA MET GAGE AFTER SCHOOL, she found the whole group waiting there with
him.

"Gage said yall were going to the museum," Aslfeyounced. "So it only makes sense for all of us to
Qo

"Yeah, you two didn't want to be alone, did youBbRhot Gage a sly glance, hiding a smile as he
looked away.

Ashley tugged excitedly on Miranda’'s arm. "Thercareresearch our Ghost Walk and Nathan's ghost
at the same time!"

They headed toward the Brickway, while Ashley systically checked off topics in her notebook.
"Okay, here's how we figured things out. Are ligidining?"

Parker instantly looked suspicious. "Who figure@ithings out?"

"Parker, were you paying any attention in classwianded in our outline? Research for the project
of course. And who else would do it? Gage and agdvdo all the work."

"Not true." Roo frowned. "l contributed.”

"You criticized. And complained. A lot." Not botlay to hide her annoyance, Ashley continued down
her list. "I'l take the courthouse."

"No, | want the courthouse," Parker insisted. dllmto that evil judge."”

"This is not about your father. You take the muséum

Incredulous, Parker gaped at her. "My mom workgthe

"I know your mom works there. That's why we gate ytou. You won't even have to do
anything—just ask your mom about stuff.”

"No. No way I'm working with her."

"Oh, fine then, Parker. Just fine. You can take&@hurch.”

"Hel, no"

"Just give him the courthouse," Roo spoke up. "Méayat curse'll rub off on him and he'll hang

himself."

"Then Il do the museum.” Ashley’s sigh was exasipe: "Roo wants the doctor's house. And the
library-funeral parlor.”

Glancing at Ashley, Parker feigned amazement. toa'ever find this disturbing? That your sist&w's
obsessed with dead things?"

"Why should it?" Roo threw back at him. "She gags\ith you, doesn't she?"

Ashley doggedly kept on. "Gage said he'd do Grhoed."

"Way to go, Gage!" Parker clapped Gage hard ashitngdder. "Who's Grace Church?"

"Parker Wilmington, nobody here thinks you're fuhiny

"Come on, Ash, admit it. Everybody here thinksdinal of funny—"

"Etienne's going to find out stuff about voodoo, @i Roo and | are going to research that litjetho
died at the feed store. And Miranda gets Magnadile6y—but of course we'll all help her with

that. And . . . and | guess that's about it."

"Damn."” Parker did his best to sound disappoifiteeas hoping for a whole lot more."

Nodding sympathetically, Roo swept him with solespes. "How sad. That's exactly what Ashley
always says about you."

"Oh, except for this other idea | had." Ashley ghhopefully around the group. "Instead of calting
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Ghost Walk, why don't we call it something else?"

"Great idea." Parker was adamant. "Why don't W offl?"

"How about"—Ashley paused dramatically, her eyagdipg—"Walk of the Spirits?"

As everyone traded glances, Gage repeated it savasout loud. "Yeah. | like it."

"Me, t00," Miranda spoke up. "I think it's good.”

"l think it's romantic,” Ashley sighed. "Walk o&ti$pirits . . . don't you think it's wonderfullymantic?"

"I think it's wonderfully . . . you." Etienne pattéshley's shoulder. "But could we move a littitda

here? | got me a lotta work to do this evening."

"That's okay, this is just our first outline. Wi bave to refine it. And we still have a lot meesearch
todo."

Gage nodded. "Then we have to write up a scriph@tour. And everything has to be timed. And—"
"Enough torture." Parker glowered at each of tfieget the idea.”

"But hey, yall." Ashley fairly glowed with prid€lhe important thing is that Miss Dupree loves our
project even more now. Did you see the look oridwerwhen she was reading our outline? I've never
seen her that excited about any assignment biefwe you?"

"I've never seen her excited about anything." Paskehanged guy looks with Etienne. "She needs to
getlaid."

"You know, at some point, we really need to dashrtin of this thing," Gage advised, ignoring feark
"Seeing it in daylight is totally different thares®y it at night. If we're gonna get the full effeee need to
walk it after dark.”

"He's right,” Ashley agreed. "Just . . . not totiigh

"How come not—" Parker began, then winced as Asljegezed his arm. Noting her glance toward
Miranda, he was instantly contrite. "Oh. Sornargbt about the wake."

Miranda was quick to reassure him. "If | didntééwbe there, | wouldn't go either."

They'd reached the Historical Society. Before aaymuld go inside, Parker started backing away.
"Oh, for heaven's sake," Ashley scolded him. "tt¥al you to see your mother.”

"But I haven't seen her in weeks, so the shodly amlld kill me." He paused on the curb, grin
widening. "Besides, | wouldn't even know what stoi$ like. And besides that, somebody still nezds t
find out if we can take tours inside some of thmsnesses. So | volunteer."

"Right," Gage answered. "Like you're suddenlytspasted.”

"Hey, never let it be said that 'm not a teameatayA

cowardly team player!" Ashley shot back.

As Parker sauntered away, Roo nudged MirandaviBate mean?"

They'd barely walked through the door when avtdlowy blond woman glided toward them. Her hair
was swept back into a diamond clip, she had Payas, and her tailored suit was unmistakably
designer label. She was lovely and elegant andeshfigintly of expensive perfume.

"Why, hello, Ashley darlin" Mrs. Wilmington caughshley in a carefully distanced hug. "l see the
whole group is here."

Whole group? Miranda felt a twinge of defensiven@asker's not here. She studied the woman more
closely. Mrs. Wilmington was staring at Roo, antiquate managing to hide her distaste. Roo looked
smugly victorious.

"And you must be Miranda." Parker's mother offeregtlcoming handshake. "Well, aren't you just the
sweetest thing.”

Embarrassed, Miranda was all too aware of Roo ahtep hiding smiles, while Gage and Etienne
seemed to find the whole thing silently hilariddss. Wilmington's handshake was limp. "My, my, you
look so much like your granddaddy,” the woman elesel'Dead?" Roo mumbled, while Gage
elbowed her in the side.

Mrs. Wilmington didn't notice. "He was a very spéperson, your granddaddy. He and | were close
friends for a long, long time."

"Run for your life," Roo hissed in Miranda's eghé's after something.”

"Parker told me about the project y'all are workingand that you'd probably be stopping by." Mrs.
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Wilmington made an all-inclusive gesture of themotAnd | think it's just wonderful. Whatever ikes

to get our young people interested in their comtyaifully support it!"

She paused, fingering the strand of pearls aroenadtk. Her frown was brief, but compassionate.
"I'm so sorry to hear about your granddaddy, Meghehe said. "Really, it's such a shame.”

Miranda managed an awkward nod. "Thank you fdioibe and flowers, Mrs. Wilmington."

"You are most welcome. Most welcome. Now. How migtaip you ladies and gentlemen today?" To
Miranda'’s relief, Gage stepped forward. "We weredeang if you knew anything about an old

opera house. We think it used to be where the Miaggallery is."

"Opera house . . . opera house." The woman'sdakerto deep thought. "You must mean the Rose
Opera House."

As Gage nodded, Mrs. Wilmington's voice grew ng&taind sad.

"The Rose was almost completely destroyed byriverdl . . . 1863? Well, very near the middle of the
war. A small portion of the remaining building v&advaged, however. And many years later that became
part of a brand-new gallery."

Catching Miranda's eye, Gage smiled encourageReker's mother gestured them all toward a
doorway.

"Come along in here," she instructed. "Let mesestwhat we've got on that subject.”

They followed her into an adjoining room—part lilgrgpart office—where she quickly scanned several
tall bookcases, then consulted the computer oimineiculate desk. After studying the screen for
several moments, she turned to them again, adjgstall, dainty reading glasses on the bridgerof he
perfect nose job.

"Builtin 1830.. . . let's see now . . . and m, yast as | suspected. Quite the hub of cultweety.”

"Oh," Ashley sighed. "How romantic.”

"There are several photos in these files. | cam {em out for you, if you like."

Gage glanced at the others. "Thanks. That'd be'grea

While the information was being processed, Pank@ther spoke the rest from memory. "Only the rich
and titled could afford such luxuries, you undedtd he operas—and plays— usually came here from
New Orleans. In fact, any traveling shows passeay ar through St. Yvette were always welcome. But
there were local events, too, and local talentafénd¢roupes and ballet, special events and
extravaganzas."

Strolling behind Mrs. Wilmington, Roo made a fdéatravaganzas?" she mouthed silently.

"You said aristocrats were the main audience." Aatded over his chest, Etienne angled himself back
against the wall. "Who exactly would thatve been?"

"Well, the upper class, obviously. The ones whd h&ltthe power. Plantation owners . . . doctors .
lawyers . . . wealthy merchants, just to nameegsfaw. And, during the Civil War, high-ranking
Confederate officers, of course. Until the Unianalaid siege to the town."

Mrs. Wilmington removed her glasses and toyed evithpearl earring. Ashley stared longingly at the
jewelry.

"Normally, there would be quite lavish partieshat dpera house after the performances. Some of the
performers were regarded as royalty—they wereatieds celebrities of their day."

Roo was not impressed. "How famous? Like rockZtérshley

gave her a lethal frown.

"They were honored and esteemed wherever they Weat.Wilmington sounded deeply insulted.
"They came here to St. Yvette not only from Newe@nk, but from every major city in the United
States. And some actually traveled from ViennaRan® and London."

As the printer churned out copies, Etienne pickerlup and began studying it. He motioned Miranda
over so the two of them could examine it more glo3ke photograph didn't seem particularly
exceptional, Miranda decided—ijust like any othdslipubuilding of that era, except on a much grander
scale. Wide, tall columns; wide, shallow stepsgdo the entrance; wide, massive doors; a wideedu
drive.

"Notice the architecture," Mrs. Wilmington saidymity, peering over their shoulders. "The driveway
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was specifically designed for horse-drawn carriggedadies and gentlemen could alight close to the
building, without mussing their clothes."

"Alight?" Roo mouthed again to Miranda. "Mussing thethels?"

Ashley's face took on a dreamy expression. "Abé¢hmoop skirts and fans . . . I just love hooysskir
Trying to view the photo, Roo crowded in next tasMiVilmington. The woman discreetly cringed and
moved away.

"Can | see one of those?" Gage asked, comingmja@ntthem. He retrieved another printout, then
leaned in close to Miranda, comparing both phoptgaide by side. The photo he held had been taken
on the night of a performance— the building crowalétd people, the driveway lined with carriagese Th
entrance overflowed with flowers.

Miranda made a small, choked sound in her thragio@s, Ashley and Mrs. Wilmington walked up
behind her while the others exchanged lowered gtanc

"Ah, yes," Mrs. Wilmington said, apparently recagng the picture. "All the roses. Arent they lg@&IWith a
gentle tug, Gage coaxed the paper from Mirandatt e didn't even realize she'd grabbed it anay f
him.

"What about the roses?" Gage's tone was casuljiantia could hear an underlying hint of

excitement. "There're so many of them."

"And hundreds more you can't even see here," Ramather informed him. "Red roses had a special
significance at the opera house."

Miranda had begun to shiver. From some distaneptéde was vaguely aware of Gage's hand on her
back.

"And," the woman added, "when red roses linedtikievdlay and spilled from every door and window

of the opera house, it always meant that Madert®I3alrey was performing that night.”

"And why was that?" Roo stared pensively into M¥émington's enraptured face. "Did she have body
odor or offensive personal habits?"

Gage choked down a laugh. Ashley looked horrifigignne shifted from one foot to the other and
mumbled under his breath. Mrs. Wilmington mainiginer dignity.

"Through all these years, we've found preciolss ilittormation about Mademoiselle DuVrey. We do
know that she was originally from New Orleans, thiadl she was considered somewhat of a heroine by
the Confederate soldiers. Apparently, she wasssqueate about the southern cause, she frequently
insisted on crossing enemy lines just to visitaamps and rally our troops. One can only assume she
had no trouble acquiring escorts." Parker's mgghes a suggestive little smile. "But as for detdilser
personal life? Only that she was stunningly beaatifd had the voice of an angel.”

"I bet men admired and adored her." Ashley's sahanlittle more yearning this time. Mrs. Wilmingto
seemed equally smitten.

"Yes, I'm sure of it. Whenever she performed aRibee, it was to sellout crowds, standing room.only
And she was the one who always insisted the opessetbe filled with red roses."

Miranda realized the others had surrounded her @baf,them curious and expectant, waiting for Mrs
Wilmington to continue. The woman's expression ttentghtful.

"It was her signature, really. You know, many peapbught the opera house was named simply for all
the flowers. But, actually, the Rose was ratherdiknickname of the utmost respect. From
Mademoiselle DuVrey's stage hame. Ellena Rose."

18

SOMEONE WAS SQUEEZING HER HAND. No, both hands, Miranda realized—Gage on one
side, Etienne on the other. Roo was staring aefshlshley was staring at Gage. Gage was staring at
Etienne over Miranda’s shoulder.
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It was Etienne who finally broke the startled sieri'You wouldn't have any pictures of her, would

you?”

"Of Mademoiselle DuVrey?" Mrs. Wilmington shook head. "None here in the museum—well, at
least no actual photographs. Apparently, theyite gard to find, if any even exist. Some written
accounts say that she was quite phobic about hagmngjcture taken or even her portrait done. But
there are several newspaper articles that mergierdind | do seem to recall an old playbill. In fact
there might even be a small caricature of herdadhat. You'll find everything in our display fedng

the arts.”

Etienne jerked his chin toward the door. Withowtoed, they all walked back into the main room.
"Miranda, dear, | guess you know that your grandgas— was—an avid collector of Confederate
memorabilia.”

"Yes, he was." Images of all her grandpa's thiagsedoack to her. The Civil War shrine. "I think he
really liked collecting things." Profound stateméfitanda. Well, at least that's one thing abautyou
know for sure.

Mrs. Wilmington seemed intrigued by the subjech Y8s, he was quite obsessed with it. It's not that
difficult to find artifacts in this area—folks aaéwvays discovering buttons and bullets and oldsc&uat
your granddaddy found some real treasures. Inddat,of what you see here in the museum is d&gtual
on loan from him."

"Told you. Here it comes." Muttering under her breRoo nudged Miranda. The warning escaped Mrs.
Wilmington's notice.

"I can't help but wonder what his estate will de¢mdo with all these lovely things. It would belsa
shame for them to end up in somebody’s attic, viheyecan't be fully appreciated.” The woman

paused, her brow furrowing. "I don't suppose yawkwhat other interesting things he might have kept
athome?"

Roo seemed dangerously on the verge of respondiieg @age quickly steered her away. As Miranda
followed them, she could hear their muffled corat@a. "Dont even think about it.” Gage. "WhatfdR

"Dont What me. | know that look."

"Did you hear what she said to Miranda?"

"I heard."

"She'ssucha—"

"Dammit, Roo, shut up.”

Mrs. Wilmington was still talking, but Miranda haaghed her out. "Take it . . . the rose . . ." TlsdR
Opera House . . . roses spilling everywhere llen& Rose. So Nathan was talking about a placa and
person. He wanted to get a message to Miss Ellédademoiselle DuVrey—at the opera house.
Thoughts and guestions tumbled wildly through Miesbrain. But what's the message? And how am |
supposed to deliver it to someone who lived a cgaiyo?

"Now, where did we move that display?" Mrs. Wilntorgs voice drifted back to her. "We rotate the
exhibits in here every six months, you know—thegesa many things of interest, and we simply don't
have the space.”

Miranda tried to catch Etienne's attention. He starsding uncomfortably with Roo and Gage, while
Mrs. Wilmington went on and on about charitableations. Gage had Roo's shoulder firmly in his
grasp—each time she tried to ease away, he hdighter. Miranda felt as if the walls were closing
She needed to get some air. She needed—

"Miranda, you were right!" With a conspiratorial isfper, Ashley tugged at her arm. "It's amazing! You
were right about all of it!"

"Of course she was," Etienne mumbled, giving Ashieynk. He'd finally managed to slip away from

Mrs. Wilmington's lecture. Now, as a telephone i@mgjthe woman hurried to answer it, Roo and Gage
quickly followed him.

"Miranda was right, y'alll" Ashley said again, Mitanda didn't share the excitement.
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"Okay, so we have a name. But how will | figuretbatrest?"

"With time," Etienne reminded her. "It was the samag for Jonas, yeah? He told me how frustratetl he'
be, thinking he had something figured out, theimigeto do it all over again. But with time—and
practice—he got more feelings about it, strongairfgs about it. With time, he just started trugstimat
he knew."

Before the discussion could go further, Mrs. Wilgham returned from her office. She directed theer v
some framed documents on the wall, where theyadbeded to crowd in.

"Here are the articles—reviews mostly, nothingygersonal—and here's the playbill. Ah yes, wiih t
very tiny sketch of Mademoiselle DuVrey, which $ore is quite unflattering and does her absolately
justice whatsoever. Plus, there are a few moreogtegths of the opera house. No interior shots,
unfortunately.”

"What about the fire?" Etienne asked. "You saidfiera house burned during the war?"

"Yes, but not from any battle. | don't think anybester knew for certain what started that fire. bére
were speculations, of course—jealous actors, splomers, disgruntled employees, drunken
soldiers—all the way to a carelessly discarded cigan accidentally overturned lamp. Luckily, ther
wasn't a performance that night, so no audienc@mgasnt. But there were some rehearsals going on."
Miranda was only half listening. Intent on the pillyshe gazed at the crude sketch of Ellena Rage
appeared alongside the diva's name. Fair skinh#dwery fair skin . . .

Puzzled, she tried to pull back but couldn't. ®laézed the air had grown stuffy, and the conviersat
around her had become a low, indistinguishable Binecouldn't take her eyes off Ellena Rose's face.
Fair skin . . . red hair . . . green eyes—no. Que &nd one green . . . entrancing and irresistible
"No performance?" Miranda snapped back to the pirdder own voice was speaking out loud, and
she was completely coherent, fully aware thatme had passed at all. "So then no one was hurt?"
For a brief second, Mrs. Wilmington seemed flustef@en, with an apologetic laugh, she said, "My
goodness, I'm getting ahead of myself. Yes, theadpmise was closed to the public that night—but
Mademoiselle DuVrey was in her dressing room.'TAa icue, the woman's face went grief-stricken.
"Poor thing. So young. Such a tragedy.”

"Shedied?" Though the others glanced at one another inseirpshley was close to tears.
"Heartbreaking, isn't it? A young woman like thrath everything to live for . . . the whole worltheer

feet . .. her whole life ahead—"

"Her whole story dragged out,” Roo mumbled, be®&age could stop her.

Mrs. Wilmington gravely proceeded. "Apparently, firespread very quickly; there was total confasio
and panic. By the time someone went searching &atdvhoiselle DuVrey, it was already too late. She
was trapped in her dressing room that terribletnigire perished in the flames."

"Burned?" Roo's dark-ringed stare was genuinatytair'Or smoke inhalation?"

Mrs. Wilmington shuddered. "Her body was recovéreahext day." "And

everybody was sure it was just an accident?" Gagela

"That's what history tells us.”

"But history's not always right,” Etienne spoke"édotta history gets changed just through telabgut

i, yeah'?"

After a brief hesitation, the woman's voice grevdhidimes change very little. Tragedies occur—in
many ways. Some people are simply self-destruSivae people have everything they could ever
want, and everything to live for, and they stilbilu it all away."

An uncomfortable silence filled the room. Mirandagected that Mrs. Wilmington was referring to
Parker, and from the others' strained expressiemgsapparently thought so, too.

"So how come people around here don't know abewigbra house?" Etienne smoothly changed the
subject. "Me, I've lived here my whole life, angtler heard anybody talking about it."

“It's not marked either," Gage added, "like alaiLw other historic places are.”

Mrs. Wilmington's nod was understanding. "l thifskmainly because the original building—or shdstaly,
most of the original building—isn't there anym@ece it burned, it stayed in ruins till long aftes

war. We have no way of knowing how much of it veds br what parts of it were recovered and
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reconstructed into the gallery. | suppose it'saliste to hope that anything should last foreBet. |

fear one of these days, the Rose won't even benamye

"That's so sad." Again Ashley fought back tearsofEllena Rose. Nobody should ever be forgotten
like that."

"But she hasn't been forgotten," Miranda whispered.

She realized Etienne was watching her, standiisg di@aring every word. She looked up at him, her
face solemn.

"Nathan never forgot Ellena Rose. That's why tild'sese.”

"I'm sorry, Miranda." Mrs. Wilmington smiled polge"Were you asking a question?" "We

should probably be going," Etienne said.

Ashley, however, couldn' resist one last lookaighotographs on the wall. "The opera house was
such a beautiful building. Wouldn't you just lowénear all the stories it could tell?"

Parker's mother seemed amused. "Not all of thgractedble, | imagine.”

"Ashley?" Gage prompted, but Mrs. Wilmington wagiiag her element.

"Leading ladies often entertained suitors in tie@ssing rooms. People were expected to be discreet
and look the other way."

"I bet she entertained lots of men," Ashley decitidakt she had lots of lovers.”

Roo clenched her teeth. "Ash. Coom¥

"No, wait a minute, this is so interesting. | warttear it."

"Yes, no doubt many lovers," Mrs. Wilmington pickeght up. "Women like her would have been
constantly—and ardently— pursued.”

While their discussion continued, Miranda beganrgggward the door. A strange restlessness had
settled over her, as though the room were sudtEmmall, as though some sense of urgency were
trying to get her attention. Her thoughts spunnected by the most fragile of threads—she needed to
untangle them. Now. Now, before they faded ancggsared, like the Rose Opera House.

Outside, the blazing heat was merciless. She leataeitie brick wall of the building and closed bges
against the sun, too distracted to realize Etibaddollowed her.

"Hey, cher, you okay?"

Startled, she took a second to hone in on his fisghere, Etienne. Answers . . . reasons . . .
everything's there. Nathan, Miss Ellena, the messad) | have to do is put the pieces together and
make them fit. | just don't know how."

She could see her frustration reflected in his.&€es that his own frustration? She couldn'ture,s

and when she looked again, it was gone.

"I don't know how," she repeated irritably.

"You don't have to know that now. You don't haveddhat now." Etienne's gaze was steady, his

voice calm. "You have the wake tonight and theraitemorrow. That's enough to handle.”

"I had another vision. In the museum. When | loakgtiat playbill.” "So

that's why you came out here." His features saftene

He lifted one hand toward her face, then drew bgeln as the front door burst open. Almost guiltily
Miranda stepped away to make room for the othethesidewalk.

"Well, I am just so happy yall stopped by tod&ts. Wilmington gushed, though Ashley seemed to be
the only one listening. "And be sure to let me kifdiaere’s anything else | can help with. Anythétg

al”

Gage and Etienne were having their own conversatithe curb. Roo was yawning. Impatient to get
home, Miranda started pacing back and forth, pagtont window of the museum.

"OhmyGod."

It was only a glance, but it was enough to stopTeefreeze her there with both hands on the
windowpane while the others curiously squeezecdharou

"What is it?" Gage was there first, trying to falithe direction of her shocked eyes. "What are you
looking at?"
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"Him," Miranda whispered.

Her finger shook as she pointed to the photograplold, yellowed photograph of Rebel soldiers.
He was standing in the very back row, crowded iarapmany others, but proudly holding the reins of
two magnificent horses. His gray uniform hung tase on his thin frame; his face was just visible
beneath the lowered brim of his cap. And thouglytfadity of the photograph was poor—much of it
faded to near obscurity—Miranda would have recaghiim anywhere. The Gray Soldier. Nathan.
He was strikingly handsome—nothing like the grieyited specter of her visions. And yet the eyes
were the same—she could see that now—and thegalgds the same, and the lips, relaxed in an easy
smile, were definitely the same lips that had spasdner. "Him," she murmured again.

Her pointed finger was still trembling. Gage's érggclosed around it and coaxed it down.

So young, so determined, all those soldiers. Sogstind full of life. No thoughts of fear there, no
hesitation; no thoughts of dying or losing the &r certain of a quick return to homes and lovedon
and the world theyd always known.

Eyes misting, Miranda focused on that one fanfédiee. He looks happy. Then, easing her hand from
Gage, she touched the windowpane once more.

"Mrs. Wilmington, who is this?"

Readjusting her glasses, the woman peered overddissshoulder. "Who? This man here?"

"Yes, hm."

"Goodness, | have no idea. Some poor Rebel sati@gusly.”

"Do you know where this was taken?"

"Hmmm . .. well . . . it might have been one @fsth old houses on the Brickway. Or close to heaaya
rate. So many of them look alike, you know. Ancbaninately, some were torn down before we
could save them."

But Miranda was scarcely listening. She caughbreath and struggled to choke out the words.
"That's our house. Hayes House."

"You're kidding." Gage glanced from her to the ptaatph. "Are you sure?"

"'msure. I mean. .. I'm pretty sure—"

"I don't think so, Miranda." Ashley sounded soarydisagreeing. 'That doesn't even look like your
Noting Etienne’s pensive stare, Roo gave him g shroat's

Hayes House," Miranda said firmly.

True, it wasn't the exact Hayes House of todayfférent color, different windows, a slightly difent
shape. It looked smaller, and stood at the endliof Bbad, the roofs of several outbuildings barel
visible in back. There was no wall behind it bartea park, not as many trees, no landscaped garden
But she knew it was Hayes House just the same. ddnwou tell?" Gage asked her. | feel it. | know.
"This picture is from your grandfather's collectidvirs. Wilmington offered helpfully. "He kept exiemt
records—he documented everything. The photograplicshe fairly easy to trace.”

Though Roo arched a look at Miranda, none of th@kes Only Mrs. Wilmington, who commented
again on the picture.

" especially love the officers' uniforms, don‘tiidSo sophisticated, so noble. And this one offiess .

Miranda hadn't paid any attention to the man intfftall and distinguished, but with his hat tilted
rakishly, he had dark hair, a dark goatee, andgdark mustache, impeccably trimmed.

"This was Travis Raleigh Fontaine," Mrs. Wilmingtmished. "He was a very well-known, high-ranking
Confederate officer. Quite the ladies’ man of &is But you can tell that just by looking at him."

Trying to be inconspicuous, Miranda gestured teriate. Her restlessness was getting worse, tiny pins
and needles all over her body, but there was sergethout this photograph— something important!
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—something else she couldn't quite figure out . . .

"Notice his sash." Mrs. Wilmington was clearly ea®a. "The cut of his clothes, the shine on hisdo0
And, of course, a true southern gentleman was fdiyedressed without his pocket watch."
Rolling her eyes, Roo tugged on the back of Galgets"Save me," she muttered. "l can't take any
more.
Gage batted her hand away. Roo tugged more degelijman his back pocket.

"You can actually see the chain here." Parkerhentapped the window, demanding their attention.
"Even in black and white, that chain seems teeglolid gold, you know."

Leaning forward, Ashley strained to see. "It redibgs glitter! Oh, | think men with pocket watches
were so handsome."

"Distinguished, without a doubt. A pocket watch ahdin were as unigue as the man who owned them.
Take watch chains, for example. There were valemgghs depending on where the watch was to be
worn. In a vest pocket, perhaps. Or in the podkate's trousers. There were even shorter chains,
which attached the watch to a small ornament calfe—and which in turn anchored the watch to a
side pocket. But no matter its length, a chainregghat the watch was easy to handle and didn't ge
st

Something . . . Miranda rubbed at her temples. 8onge. . . what is it? It's there . . . answersf.

only—

"Were all chains fancy like this one?" Ashley asked

Mrs. Wilmington was delighted to elaborate. "Ohthey could be made of many different materials."
Etienne's body tensed. Miranda felt the quick cakttis muscles . . . the slide of his hands ugphaek

... as he slowly gripped her shoulders. And sieaikthe realization had struck both of them at the
exact same time.

"They could be gold-filled or platinum,” Mrs. Wilngton rattled on. "Or expensive leather, or stusdtd
precious stones. But some were much plainer—anijlds@ common strap. Even string. Oh, and
some women even wove them out of their hair."

The silence was sudden and stifling. Five bodilestbgether by an undercurrent of shock.

Mrs. Wilmington was clueless about the responsd gl caused. She tapped again on the window
glass.

"Yes, indeed," she said, "that was the truest aevdio have a watch chain woven from your
sweetheart's hair."

19

"LET'S SEE THAT THING AGAIN," Gage said, reaching toward Etienne. Obliginglgrifie

handed him the braid.

The six of them were on the veranda of Hayes Halusdjng lemonade. Ashley had called Parker on
his cell phone, and he'd met them there within tegilNow he and Ashley shared the porch swing,
while Gage and Etienne slouched in wicker chams. $ait cross-legged on the floor, pressing a frosty
glass to one cheek. And Miranda sat beside Raontghack against the wall, with her eyes wearily
shut.

"People are still bringing food," Ashley whispevealle more visitors came up the walk. "l feel hke
shouldnt be here."

"l want you here," Miranda assured her. "Jushétitstep around us."

They all grew quiet as more people walked pasblasnn looks and sympathetic smiles and comforting
words were offered. Without bothering to open lyeseMiranda nodded and mumbled politely in
response to each comment. She'd probably hearitlatert from Mom. About how rude people
thought that niece of Aunt Teeta's was. Right riencsuldn't care less.

"It sure looks like human hair." Gage marveleahigy it over in his palm. "It sure feels like huntreir.
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Sort of."

"It's old. And who the hell knows where it's beltthase years." Etienne took a long swallow of his
drink. The front of his T-shirt was damp with sweaid he'd carelessly shoved his hair back from his
forehead.

" can't believe | didn't make the connection.'léesty put out with herself, Miranda groaned. Wsa
some watch chains in my grandpa’s room. | justt ¢idow what they were."

Gage handed the braid back to Etienne. "Well, wértselvair this was must have been a redhead.”
"Ellena Rose," Miranda said. "She was a redhead.”

There was a brief pause as everyone traded glarfeesAshley scooted to the edge of the swing.
"Miranda, how do you know that?"

"l just. . . the playbill."

Parker gave a derisive snort.

"Wow. It wasn't even a photo of Ellena Rose." Raaewn her lemonade and it up a cigarette. "So
you got her hair color from just a black-and-wkketch?"

"Yes. She had red hair and different colored eyese-goeen and one blue."

"Maybe she was wearing contacts," Ashley suggdsieeistares aimed in her direction. Her smile
began to fade. "She was a celebrity. Celebrities ventacts to match their clothes.”

"You know, Ash," Roo stated, "even after all thgsars, your keen powers of perception continue to
amazeme."

Etienne gamely switched the subject. "That picitiiee soldiers? Miranda’s right. 'm sure thatigds
House in the background.”

Without a word, everyone looked warily toward tfnt door, as if half expecting the house to come
alive.

"Why didn't you say something before?" Mirandaeglaat him.

"Cause | needed to think about it. And"—he hesitailmost sheepish—"I didn't want you freaking

out any more than you were already."

“I'm more freaked out that you didn't say anytting.

"Sorry. But it is the same house—the way it wagiraily."

Now it was Parker who groaned. "Oh, don't tell it house contacted you. You talk to dead

"The thing is," Etienne continued, unfazed, "I"aked plenty construction, and I've done plentykwor
on this house— | know good renovation when | sée it

Roo cast Miranda a bland look. "Construction sitegpopular in this town. A chance to see Etienne
Boucher without his shirt on. Very hot."

The others could hardly keep from laughing. Asronee sad-faced visitor approached the house, they
all tried to compose themselves.

What's wrong with me? | shouldn't be joking atreetlike this. Miranda felt both guilt and defiance.
What did Etienne say? About people laughing thedsamwhen they're scared and don't want to show
it?

"Your grand-pere's things." Focusing on Mirandierige steered the conversation back again. "You're
gonna have to go through them, yeah? See whabelsan find out?"

"l cantdo that."

"I can't just tell Aunt Teeta | want to go throdgithings.”

"You're his granddaughter. Just say you want tavknore about him. It's true."

"Just say it's for our project,” Ashley said helpftWhich is also true.”

"If he documented anything about that photograpbuid really help us."

"I didn't see any files in his room," Miranda add@ahd | didn't see any papers in there either.”

Etienne gave a distracted nod. "He didn't keeggHike that in his room. He kept them in the Attic
"Well, if you know so much about them, why donit go through his things?"

"Look," Gage broke in, "we can all go through hisds. We can all help.”
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"0O000, | love attics." Ashley gave a little squinfranticipation. "Maybe your grandpa has some old
trunks up there, do you think? Like attics in trevies? With clothes and old hats and those dregsmak
dummies?"

Roo drew on her cigarette. "You're looking for dueg? Don't tempt me, Ash.”

"Well, as tempting as it is to continue this faating and stimulating discussion"—Parker

grimaced—"l've got to get home." Standing, he guiehley up with him. "I guess we'll see yallfate

As the others got to their feet, Ashley gave Mieaadight hug. "We're coming tonight. You know, to

the wake."

Miranda, once more, was touched. "Look, you gugppleciate it—really. But you don't have to. It's
going to be so depressing.” "We'e

coming,” Roo said.

"Yeah, Roo likes depressing,” Parker insisted. &t right at home."

"Parker, that's so rude,” Ashley scolded him. “iBhisanything to joke about.”

"Right. Sorry."

The last to leave, Gage paused on the top stepkdack at her. "Wel'll be there." An

evening had never felt so endless.

As a steady stream of people—all friends of Aurgtagthe whole town, it seemed—came and went
from the funeral home, Miranda was forced to standtishake hands, endure countless introductions,
and say "thank you" till she wanted to scream cBhleln't concentrate on the wake or anything else
around her. Clues kept flitting through her mind-kaown connections between a soldier and an opera
singer, a watch chain, a fire, and Hayes House.

"Oh, Miranda, are you doing okay?"

Deep in thought, Miranda was startled by Ashlayés Bhe hadn't noticed the group coming in, but now
she saw them talking quietly to Aunt Teeta in arreer of the room. They all looked as strainechas s
felt. Especially Etienne.

Despite her own misery, Miranda's heart went daitnto She still didn't understand the closeness he

and her grandfather had shared, but it was obfteisne was hurting. She watched his gaze shift
slowly, reluctantly, toward the casket. His jaw wig&l, his features like stone. "Is Etienne—" she
began, but Ashley was already shaking her head.

"He's taking it really hard, | think. But he doesrant anybody to know it."

Before Miranda could respond, the others were théafering sympathetic hugs. When it was
Etienne's turn, his hug was tense and brief.

Feeling dangerously emotional, Miranda tried thtég the mood. She scanned Parker, Gage, and
Etienne with a critical eye.

"Look at you guys," she said at last. "I didn'trexezognize you. Y'all clean up real good, as Aunt

Teeta would say."

Parker grinned. Gage and Etienne seemed vagueresded. Amused, Roo and Ashley deliberately
looked the boys up and down.

Leaving Miranda to her family duties, the resteih began drifting away, recognizing friends and
neighbors in the crowd, making rounds to say higlimnda was relieved when Mom told her to get
some air. The place was close and stuffy and resfkitids, and as she made her way through theyman
visitors, it suddenly dawned on her how haggararather looked.

She couldn't help feeling a twinge of guilt. Momugual, had had to take care of all the burdensome
details—wake, funeral, burial, eulogy—and had dlyenade lists of even more things that would need
attention afterward. Papers and various legal dentsybank boxes, the will, and Grandpa's
possessions— the sheer thought of what Mom woutel teedeal with was staggering. Miranda made a
firm mental note to help her out more and comjbegs.

Noting that everyone was engaged in conversateslgpped out the front door. A few strangers
lingered on the walkway, chatting quietly, buthéw surprise, she spotted Parker at the far ethe of
porch. He was alone, bent forward with his armss&d on the railing, staring up at the sky.

"Parker, what are you doing out here all by yofitsel
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He didn't seem patrticularly surprised by the iofgron— just turned his head to look at her. Ndkgoc
grin now, no smart-ass jokes. Just a pensive fata aice smile. "Hey," he said.

Had he been drinking? Miranda thought she could arfent trace of liquor on his breath, but she
didn't see any evidence. Maybe he was hiding itisiicar or in a suit pocket.

Keeping a friendly tone, she tried again. "Whapleapd? Did Ashley kick you out?"

"Actually’—his smile tightened—"I'm not very goddfzese things."

"Me neither. You want to know something?"

"Sure”

"I keep wondering if all these people are just loetteof curiosity. Like this is a sideshow—stefhtigp,
come see crazy old Jonas Hayes."

Parker shrugged. "Some of them, | guess. He isikiadegend in this town."

"I'm glad it's a closed casket. | don't want evesystaring at him."

"People have always stared at him."

Though it wasn't said unkindly, Miranda frownedut Braybe if people had really gotten to know him,
they wouldn't have thought he was crazy."

"Maybe. But you're talking about St. Yvette. Masbple his age who lived here are dead now. A lot of
people your mom's age have either moved away fewendn moved to here from someplace else. And
with our generation, we hardly ever saw him aGallmost of what people know about Jonas Hayes is
probably from stories they've heard."

"But stories get changed through the years. Sdmbws what's even true?"

"l guess it depends on the story," Parker saidyjtidon' tell me you've never heard any of theiot
really."” Sure, Mom had shared that one episodehithbut ever since then Miranda had longed

to know so much more. "I mean, it's not like I'eeer asked my mom about it. But somehow it just
never seems to be the right time."

"You get that, too, huh? Always something betteicti¢than sit down and talk with your kid. Oh, usles
it's to criticize, of course.”

Miranda heard the bitterness in his tone. She tiamigll the arguments she'd had with her own empémd
she sympathized.

"I feel that way sometimes," she admitted.

But Parker had returned to their former topicat ¢ell you something about your grandfather. Well,
something my mom remembers. I've heard her talk @l3o

"And its really true?"

"She says itis." Sighing, he wheeled around ampjyad back on his elbows, stretching his legsout i
front of him. "A little girl disappeared, and yagnandfather told them where to find her."

"That's all? That's not much of a story."

"Okay. Did | mention that the little girl told himhere to find her? And that she happened to beatead
the ime?"

Miranda felt the hairs lift at the back of her né&o on."

"They searched for this kid for weeks. She wasfike or six years old. The whole town was out
looking for her. And then Jonas Hayes walks intodiblice station one night and says he knows where
Just like the other time Mom told me about. Swalgyhard, Miranda leaned against the railing beside
Parker. "And did he know?"

"He led them straight to her. They found her badffesl inside an old tomb near the Falls.”

"S0. .. she really was—"

"Dead. Strangled. Just . . . you know . . . a kiitl." Parker's voice lowered harshly. "The kileded

up being some relative— some cousin or somethimg gy was so freaked out that they found the
body, he confessed in a note and then shot hifnself.

Miranda hesitated, yet she had to ask. "But béffienefound the note, did the police ever think my
grandpa did it?"



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http:/maww.pr ocesstext.com/abclit.ntml

"Hmmm . .. let's see." Parker began counting®firfgers. "First, he'd been caretaker at the f6a®ars.
Second, the tomb where they found the girl's baalyway back in those woods, really hard to

get to. Third, the Falls had already been seartheatobody found anything. And fourth, he told the
cops that the girl—the dead gir—had asked hinotoecand get her." Turning slightly, Parker seemed
amused. "Hell, no. No suspicions there."

For a split second the night seemed to recedetaimnstars spinning out in all directions. Miramaet
Parker's stare full on.

"Parker, he wasnt crazy."

"Excuse me? Did you happen to notice him scarmgrép out of us the other day?"

"He wasnt," she insisted. "And he really could camicate with spirits."

"Hey, | don't know, okay?" Distractedly, Parker caxe hand down the front of his jacket. For tts fime
Miranda noticed the slight bulge from an insidekebcA flask? She stared at the jacket. Then sinedst
at Parker. Noting her scrutiny, he gave a wan smile

"Yes. To answer your question, yes, | have. Bugjlitle.”

"Parker—"

"Dont start. | get enough of that from Ashley."

"Only because she cares about you. She doesntoveset you hurt yourself.”

The bitterness reached out from his voice . eagpacross his face. The smile disappeared. "Maybe
want to hurt myself.”

"But why? You have . . . you have so much—"

"What? Potential? All that wonderful, perfect pogtim expected to fulfill?"

Miranda softened. "l wasn't going to say that.$ gaing to say you have so much. That's just it. YO
have everything."

"Maybe | don‘ivanteverything. Maybe | want something else besideytbime."

"Then what is it, Parker? What is it you really ¥an

Silence fell between them. As Parker gazed outhietaight, Miranda noticed the tension in his
shoulders, the tightening of his jaw.

"Etienne told me how your grandfather loved yoaykBr murmured. "Jonas Hayes, the lunatic—how
he loved you so much and felt like he knew youn étveugh he'd never met you before now."

Miranda couldn't speak. She watched Parker's esiqmego darker.

"Weird, huh. Everybody thinks my mom and dad arfege But you know what? They don't even

know me. I've lived with them my whole life, andytve never known me."

He looked at her then, and for one brief secore tlvas such sadness in his eyes. A glimpse of truth
that was raw and aching and vulnerable. "You'reeegirl, Miranda. I'm glad your grandfather loved

you so much.”

As though suddenly self-conscious, he drew back frer. The bare emotions vanished; the old carefree
facade took their place. When Ashley walked ouherporch, Parker gave a loud, shrill whistle that
echoed clear across the parking lot.

"Parker Wilmington!" Ashley hissed. Trying to igedhe offended stares of onlookers, she marched
over and planted her feet angrily in front of hikivhat on earth has gotten into you? | am so sorry,
Miranda."

Parker grinned. He lunged for Ashley, grabbed fmemal the waist, and pulled her close. "I'm leaving
You staying or going?"

"Go," Miranda insisted. "This thing's almost oudrere's no reason for you guys to hang around.”
Ashley didn't seem convinced. "Are you sure? Therstare leaving, too, but | can stay. | can always
walk home—"

"No walking home," Parker ordered.

"I can always get a ride later with Etienne—"

"No riding with Etienne!" Parker's hands went ugaspair. "Dammit, Il be competing with that dory

the rest of my life!"

"And Gage, dont forget,” Ashley teased.
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"And Gage." Wrapping her in a hug, Parker steeskde toward the steps. "Il be competing with
Etienne and Gage for the rest of my life!"

Ashley gave Miranda a see-what-I-put-up-with sididing her concern, Miranda watched the two of
them get into Parker's car and drive away.

By nine-thirty, the dreaded ordeal was over. Asaltila watched the final visitors leave, her mothdr a
Aunt Teeta went off with the funeral director tealiss last-minute details for tomorrow's service. A
welcome silence descended around her, along wrtishing wave of exhaustion. She felt numb and
totally drained. And standing there in that sudgl@et of the viewing room, she realized that shuetem
grandfather were alone together for the last time.

It wasn't supposed to be like this, Grandpa. We wepposed to get to know each other and be
happy. You and Mom were supposed to make up. Anavgoe supposed to live for years and years
and years, and always be there when we needed you .

Bitter tears blinded her. Grief and regrets toteeateart, the ache almost unbearable. She hadn't
expected to feel so much— not this depth of emptiertainly not this depth of pain— but even more
than that, not this fierce and burning anger. Yetewt supposed to do this, Grandpa—you weren't
supposed to leave me.

With no distractions now, she let herself focushencasket. It rested there at the front of thenfoo
covered by a spray of roses, flanked by plantslanwer arrangements, serene and dignified beneath
carefully dimmed lights. Nothing had really changeldere, Miranda reminded herself, nothing extept
subdued chatter and crowds of people, yet the vaasrdifferent somehow. Definitely and somberly
different. This was death. This silence was deatthese shadows were death. And this
aloneness—this coffin abandoned when everyonevelsehome tonight—this terrible aloneness was
also death.

Miranda thought of her father.

And she thought of the Gray Soldier.

That haunted, hopeless face of his; that desperatiess wandering.

Because he's searching for something, for someoBecause he's alone.

All at once the awareness was too much for heatAlhce she wanted to go to her grandfathergeto se
him, hold his hand, hear his voice. Tell me whaktpGrandpa. If this had to happen to me, why
couldn't you have stayed here to tell me what'to do

She started toward the casket when something stéygoeSome slight noise just outside the door, a
footfall so soft, she wasn't certain if she'd dlstieard it or only sensed it. Panic stabbed tiinou
her—fears of restless phantoms—and, though shadobelf she was being irrational, she ducked down
behind a chair and held her breath.

The footsteps entered . . . paused . . . and passég. Summoning all her courage, she forcectldéns
look out around the chair. Etienne.

He was standing alone beside the casket. Jusirgjdhdre with his arms at his sides and his head
bowed. The tension that had gripped him earlierg@ag; now his shoulders sagged, and his whole
body seemed tired. As Miranda watched from herdmgdace, her heart cried.

"Jonas," he whispered. Again, a sound so softdiravondered if he'd even spoken aloud. "I had to
come one more time, yeah? Say good-bye . . . aag §ou . . ."

Etienne's voice broke. Stepping slowly forwardslitehis hands across the top of the casket atetires
his face against the polished wood. The words henomed were hushed and foreign and filled with
pain. His body shook with silent tears.

"Our secret," he choked then, drawing a deep,achst@eath. "You saved me, Jonas. Il keep our

pact, | swear. Il never tell . . . Il neverdet."

A muffled sob escaped him. And then, everythingtwempletely still, as though the aftermath of his
sorrow had spread a gentle calm throughout the.r@wercome by what she'd just witnessed, Miranda
could scarcely keep her own emotions under cohal.sank lower out of sight, and when she looked
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again, Etienne was gone.

Oh, Etienne ... Imso sorry . . .

More determinedly this time, she walked to the easkhe straightened the roses on top, and ran her
fingertips lightly over the lid. She could feel veg&eaks there from Etienne's tears, but afteef br
hesitation, she left them where they were.

What is it, Grandpa? The pact you and Etienne milae8ecret you two kept? And what did you save
him from? For it was clear to her now that whateeemection her grandfather and Etienne shared went
far deeper and was far more important than shegimned.

Closing her eyes, Miranda conjured up her grareifatface, the kindly face from her cherished
photograph. | need you, Grandpa. I've always negaledOnly now | need you more than ever, and its
too late.

She realized then that she was waiting for hinmgsvar— expecting him to answer as she strained her
ears so desperately through the silence, as hattsogroped so pleadingly in every direction. \idgnt
him to speak to her, but terrified as well; crawsognething that only he could give her—peace, tosu
a gentle word of confirmation—yet, at the same tiwiling him to prove her wrong.

"Miranda? Honey, let's go home."

Whirling around, Miranda saw her mother and Aurgtdén the doorway. As Teeta began to cry, Mom
automatically braced her in a hug.

"I'm being silly." Aunt Teeta tried to smile thrduthe tears. "l just hate leaving Daddy behindittiie |

hate to think of him being here, all alone in tagkd

"But he's not really here."” Though Mom's voice gtasng, Miranda heard a tremor below the surfaftai "
and | both know he's finally at peace. He's gorte arbetter place. Where it's never dark, and

there's Mother and lots of other people who lowe"hi

Aunt Teeta listened and seemed comforted. Wittaongoressed firmly against Teeta's back, Mom
steered her toward the front door. "Miranda, atecgaming?"

"Another minute, Mom."

"Sure, honey, take your time. Wel'l be in the car.”

Miranda waited till they'd walked away, till thegpoken quietly with the funeral director, who gleoh

back at her with an understanding nod, showedwh&bmen out, and politely disappeared. Once
more she turned to the casket. Her breath was gdaster, and her heart gave a curious flutteein h
chest.

"This is what you meant, isn't it, Grandpa?" shispened. "What Mom just said—this is what it's all

about . . ."

Images rushed back at her—vivid scenes and cotivasavords and pictures overlapping and
blocking out everything else.

She shut her eyes tightly to ward them off, but tirew only more insistent. Grandpa at the Falls .
Grandpa so sick in his room . . . the Gray Soflarding by my bed—"Listen . . . help them . n'tdo

tum them away.”

"Oh, Grandpa.. . ."

"Listen, Miranda . . . watch . . ."

"Grandpa?"

She knew it was him. Here in this empty viewingmom this deserted funeral parlor, in this vask an
eternal silence of death, she knew his voice, laadedt the gentleness of his smile.

"Listen, Miranda . . . watch . . ."

"I hear you," she whispered. "And you are in eebgtace, aren't you? You're not alone, just likerM

said. But all those others—" She broke off tearftiien drew a deep breath. "All those others who
can't find what you've found—peace, and someoileeédhem, and a place to go home to, and how to
getthere .. ."

How to get there . . .

The air stirred softly behind her. For a split set;dMiranda could almost swear that a hand hadhéalic
her shoulder, coaxing the next solemn words franmiogith.
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"Its me, Grandpa. I'm how theyll get there."

20

"HONEY, you don't have to be at the funeral tomorrow, yawk"

Back at the house again, Miranda and her motheakead refuge in the kitchen. While her mom sorted
listlessly through all the food, Miranda sat atttige, cradling her head on folded arms.

"I know. But | want to be there for you and Aunefae And Grandpa.”

Mom smiled at that. "Your aunt Teeta's betteryehlly is. She just needed to get her grief othef
Get her grief out of the way. Is that even posgillan you ever really get it out of the way, orsdbe
just hide someplace deep inside you, ready to aatndgain when you least expect it?

"Mom, do you think Aunt Teeta would mind if | wehtough some of Grandpa's things in the attic?"
Mom looked surprised. "Goodness, why in the woddle you want to go through that old stuff?"
"Mrs. Wilmington at the museum said he kept regtigd records of everything he collected. We thought
we might find something to help with our project.”

"Of course | don't mind!" Aunt Teeta appeared exdborway, wrapped in her chenille bathrobe, witia k
slippers on her feet. She seemed almost her @illggain, though her face still looked tired. "You
just help yourself to whatever you need up thiirerdbably end up donating all that stuff to the
museum. | don't want anything old or depressitigjsrhouse anymore.”

Mom looked amused. "You wouldnt be talking abcadidy, would you?"

"Well . . ." Reaching for the teakettle, Aunt Tesgaldn't help chuckling. "He was pretty old and
depressing, bless his heart. But 'm going to hmssll the same."

Mom didn't respond to that. Miranda reached out@nched her mother's hand.

"All your friends are welcome here, darlin',” Alligteta assured her niece. "Itll be good to havegyou
people in the house. It needs some laughter adseagm and fresh ideas."”

"You'l love Ashley, then," Miranda told her. "It | had her enthusiasm."

"I wish you had Etienne Boucher. But that Gagavisilecute, too." Winking, Aunt Teeta picked up her
mug of mint tea and started for the stairs. "I'iabed, dear ones. Sleep tight.”

Mom gave Miranda a teasing look. "What's all thisLet Etienne Boucher? Teeta seems awfully
determined to get you two together.”

"He's just a guy at school. In my study groupnttthing.” Then, as Mom lifted an eyebrow, Miranda
added, "He's the guy who fixed our air conditioner.

"l like him already. Who's Gage?"

"His cousin. And I'm not getting together with amgd

"You don't have to convince me, honey." She poiattiae counter covered with leftovers. "Potato
casserole?"

In spite of herself, Miranda couldn't help but laufjo potato casserole.”

"Ham? Jel-O salad?"

"No, | just want—" | just want to talk to you abauhat's going on in my life. About Grandpa. Abdnat t
things he needs me to do, now that he's gone.

But of course she couldn't. Not now . . . probaloliyever. Not after all the baggage left over from
Mom's childhood, not with all the burdens on Moshisulders. For the first time it was beginning to
dawn on Miranda what her grandfather had meantgfmwe she would be with this gift she'd never
asked for or expected.

"Baked beans?" Mom was staring at her. "Butterpraik"

Again Miranda laughed. "No food. Just sleep. Searythe morning.”

Wearily she made her way to the third floor, charngt pajamas, and climbed into bed—but she
couldn't shut off her mind. Along with all the gtiess, there was now a new and very real sense of
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responsibility that she found both disturbing amahiorting. What do | do? How will | know? And how
should | do it? Oddly enough, when the screams daabaight, they seemed more sad to her than
frightening. And when she finally dozed off, it was cry that woke her, but the soft sound of a
footstep.

"Psst. You awake, cher ?"

Miranda fought her way up from sleep.”l am now."8yence gave way to relief. She wondered why
she wasn't more startled; it was almost as if sixpected Etienne to show up. "What do you think
youre doing/?*

"Well, you musta been wishing for me, yeah?" heetka'Cause here [ am.”

Switching on the lamp, Miranda solemnly pattecethge of the bed. "Sit down. We need to talk."
"Awww, don't be mad now. | just—"

"I know. You wanted to check on me. And I'm gladw-dllad you came."

"Good. 'Cause | also wanted to leave you this.tlidglout his hand, he showed her the braided watch
chain. "Look, | know how you feel about it, bueally think you should be keeping it with you. Jast
case you pick up on something, yeah?"

Miranda instantly recoiled. But this is part offihis is part of what | have to do. Taking a derath,
she pointed reluctantly to the dresser.

"Put it in the drawer. | don't want to look atAs Etienne did so, her voice tightened. "Something
happened tonight, Etienne. And | need to tell you."

Pausing a moment, he scanned her face with nareyesdThen he lowered himself beside her.
"Something's changed, hasntit, cher ?" he mudnure

Ves"

"And you've changed with it."

And then she told him. About her feelings at threefal home, her sadness and sense of loss, hensudd
and overwhelming revelation of purpose, and he&gngrandfather's voice. Everything but having
hidden and watched and eavesdropped on his ovwenpeserrow. When she'd gotten it all out, neidier
them spoke. He'd moved closer to her, and, fanthraent, it made her feel safe.

"You know what | keep wondering?" Miranda's ton@tvexen more serious. "l keep wondering if all
those spirits think I'm the one who's lost.”

That not-quite-smile brushed his lips. "We're éila lost. We're all trying to find something.”

Miranda considered this. "I know you and Grandjed to tell me before. About my gift . . . and hbow
can do so much good with it. But tonight—for thietftime—it was real to me. Like | finally gotliike

it

finally all made sense.”

"Sometimes we can be hearing the same stuff odemaan again, yeah? And we know it's true, we
know it there"—Etienne lightly tapped her forehedtutwhat matters is when we finally know it herss'
he touched his heart, she couldn't help givingrasmale.

"The weird thing is . . . I'm okay with it. | medm still sort of scared . . . but 'm okay.”

"You've always been okay, cher. Way more than tkay.

As her cheeks flushed, she hoped he hadn't ndlibed.am | ever going to know all the stuff | need
know? | mean, | need to learn everything."

"Tonight?" Etienne kept a perfectly straight fli@ not sure Imup to it."

Miranda'’s stare was deliberately reproachful. “isredout Nathan. He needs me. Now."

Groaning softly, Etienne lay back, pillowing hiearbeneath his head. "l can see I'm gonna hage to b
humoring you. So what do you wanna talk about?"

"Why spirits stay earthbound.”

"For a lotta reasons. Attachments. To certain pe@plplaces. Or things they can't let go of."
"Because they're sad. Or angry.”

"Maybe they want revenge.”

"Or they have unfinished business. Or they'recHiteleave, because it's familiar and they werpynap

"Or maybe ‘cause they don't know they're dead.”

"It makes sense, doesn't it?" Tucking her haimuoher ears, Miranda stared into the shadows. Iiike
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war. All those soldiers who never expected toAllef them caught up in such intense emotions."
"Fear. Grief."

"Most of them probably died so fast, there wasné to think. There wasn't time to realize what
happened to them." Her face grew pensive. Shéaggahat Mom had said about Dad. "What would
that be like: Here one second, and gone the neat®fdA/ou feel surprise? Shock? How long would it
take you to know you'd actually died?"

"Your grand-pére, he said their concept of timafthe same as ours. Maybe to them, a century's the
same as a day. Maybe to them, time doesn't exiktAnd they have to keep doing the same things
over and over again. And nothing ever changesngather gets fixed."

Miranda thought back. In her mind she could sebaég ravaged face; she could see the hopelegsness
his eyes.

"I don't know how any of these spirits—or the pedpky once were—can survive the pain they're in."
"You'd be surprised what people can survive," Bienurmured. "When they have to."

Something about the way he said it caught at tzet. [#he lowered her pillow and started to reach fo
him, but he was already off the bed, moving swittg silently toward the dark, open doorway tcstire
porch.

"Etienne, what—"

"Ssh," he hissed at her. "Something's out there."

21

MIRANDA FROZE WHERE SHE SAT. As Etienne slid into the shadows beside the dber, s
caught the quick movement of his left hand—the gfisomething sharp.

"Well." Parker grinned, creeping slowly acrossttineshold. "This is cozy!"

A stream of undecipherable words burst from Etisrmeuth. Parker immediately looked offended.
"Hey, | don't have a clue what you just said tolaeit wasn't very polite.” "Good

way to get yourself killed," Etienne muttered.

Parker stared at him, incredulous. "Is that yoiiekhYou were actually going to stab me?"

"Knife?" Miranda echoed. Startled, she craned &ek for a better view, but as suddenly as it had
appeared, Etienne's knife had vanished.

"I told you not to sneak up on him. You know heajg/has that hunting knife when he's not in school.
Behind Parker, Roo poked her head in. "Hey, mmaijoin you?"

As Parker, Roo, Ashley, and Gage crowded intodbmr Etienne threw up his hands, turned his back,
and continued his muttering. Miranda could onlgesitadisbelief. Roo was barefoot, wearing baggy
pajama bottoms and a St. Yvette High jersey; Adielon a long robe and tennis shoes. Both girls
were carrying food, and Parker and Gage held figistl which they'd switched off. "Sleepover!”
Ashley giggled while Parker pressed a finger tdipgr'Ssh! This is a covert operation! You want t
wake everybody up?"

Miranda didn't know whether to laugh or be upsatitie time being, her discussion with Etienne was
on hold. "What is going on?"

"Etienne told Gage he might stop by here tonigfaitker's grin widened. "We're not interrupting

anything, are we?"

Etienne frowned at his cousin. Gage returned it antinnocent shrug.

"That's right," Ashley picked up. "So we figurethyvghould yall have all the fun?"

"Ashley brought chips," Roo added, then brandishgi@asy paper bag. "I made popcorn.”

Leaning toward Gage, Parker mumbled, "She campapcorn, can she?" "l

wouldnt bet on it,” Gage mumbled back.

Miranda was still trying to process the intrusidiuist tell me one thing—how do you guys get awaly wi
sneaking out at night? My mom would have a fit!"
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"Right." Parker's grin tumed scomful. "Like mymand dad ever know if I'm there or not."

Ashley was totally unconcerned. "Oh, we just kelht we're going to the tree house. They never check
onus there."

"What's the tree house?" Miranda wanted to know.

"Well, when we were little, Gage's daddy builteeethouse for the three of us in his backyard. \&fe tas
have a secret club. And we'd play over there, aw@dfftom people, and pretend we were knights in a
castle.”

"Gage and | were knights," Roo corrected her. "afaiays had to be rescued.”

"Well, | liked the way Gage threw me over his stleund carried me down from the tower."

"Gage did that?" Clasping his hands over his Heauker sighed. "My hero." Gage

ignored him.

"We used to camp out in that tree house at nigkhley nibbled a potato chip. "In fact, we stitdli
sleeping together over there."

Parker wiggled his eyebrows and gave Miranda a stagper. "Very kinky."

"Oh, for heaven's sake, Parker—not that kind efshg together." Ashley paused for a second. "It is
just Gage, after all.”

Gage stared at her. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Oh, nothing." Ashley plopped down on the bed tekiranda. "Just that we love and respect you so
much, we wouldnt dream of taking advantage of'you.

"Sometimes | dream of you two taking advantagenof'tParker said seriously. “It's one of my faverit
fantasies.”

Gage tried unsuccessfully not to look embarra&¥ed.need a life." "So

what's on the agenda for tonight?" Ashley asked.

Miranda couldn't keep from laughing. Although sheé ilarge and Joanie had done lots of
spur-of-the-moment things together back in Floraéhing could compare to the surprises from this
crazy bunch. She realized she was starting tosget to—and even enjoy—these unexpected
adventures.

"Popcorn, anybody?" Roo opened the paper bag &hit te.

Parker immediately backed away. "Uh . . . | paS&ll

keep it quiet," Etienne warned.

He'd positioned himself near the door of the suapaevhile Parker sat beside Ashley, and Gage
claimed the rocking chair. Roo sank cross-leggdatdoor near Etienne's feet, her back proppeal on
pillow that Miranda tossed down to her. They callitiear the TV blaring and Aunt Teeta snoring from
the rooms below.

"Well, as long as we're all here,” Miranda begdmigAParker let out a prolonged groan.

"Uh-oh. | sense drama.”

"Impossible,” Roo said offthandedly. "You have ntsse

"This might be a good time to talk about our pt@jekliranda continued. "How's the research goirga!
Me first!" Waving her arm, Ashley gave an exciig Isquirm. "You know how the museum and those
shops on both sides of it are all attached to ethen? Well, Parker's mom said they all used to

be just one big building!

The others waited. When Ashley merely sat thermimgpat them, Parker drew back in exaggerated
surprise.

"Wow! That's really fascinating, Ash!"

"No, that's not the fascinating part." Ashley l@bklghtly offended. "I haven't gotten to that'yet.

"Then hurry and get to that part. The suspendénig kis."

"The building used to be a club. Like a privatetigemen's club. Except upstairs, that's where they'd
meet their mistresses."

Parker smacked a hand to his forehead. "HookerahDand | took the courthouse!"

"Not prostitutes.” Another offended look from Aghl&Mistresses. It's not just about sex, you know.
There's a very big difference.”
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"Is that the sad part?" Parker asked.

Ashley continued, undaunted. "l found out there avamirder in one of those upstairs rooms. That \@hen
very rich plantation owner wanted to end the iatathip with his mistress, she stabbed him to death.
Calmly munching her popcorn, Roo gave a suppdtiwebs-up.

"And the drugstore next door to the museum? Pedyevork there say they've heard moaning at
night in one of those storage rooms on the setond'fThe

boys traded glances.

"And this moaning," Parker said, straight-faced] itccome before or after the guy was stabbed?"
"Anyway," Ashley concluded,” that's what I've got 88 fa

Noting her sister's outstretched hand, Roo oblignetinquished the popcorn. "Did yall know that
furniture makers ran some of the first funeral hefrigecause they were the ones who built the cgffins
"Fascinating." Parker was all dignified solemrifynd such a grave undertaking.” He ducked as

Ashley's popcorn sailed at his head.

"I know embalming really got its start during theilWar," Gage spoke up. "With all those dead
soldiers sent home to their families, the bodiestbde preserved.”

Nodding, Roo stretched out her legs, frowned atdesy; then sat cross-legged again. "So my two
buildings are the funeral parlor and the doctartsst. But when | started finding stuff on Dr. Rulle
started finding stuff about an epidemic, too. | méaey called it an epidemic, but nobody knew what
was causing it."

"And when was this?"

"Around nineteen hundred. The statistics were e@dle, so many people died. And lots of them were
children."

Parker automatically grabbed a tissue off the stightl and gave it to Ashley.

"Did they ever figure it out?" Gage asked.

"Not really. The research kept saying how Dr. Fullas so dedicated, he had all those patientkeo ta
care of, he was trying to identify the epidemicyiaes trying to find a cure. But so many patientst ke
dying, the funeral parlor could hardly keep up.réheere funerals going on practically all the time.

"So did the doctor end up dying?" With a sad #ighley rested her head on Parker's shoulder. "And
did the undertaker end up dying? Whatever thaasliseas, it must have been really contagious.”
"That's what | thought, too. But Dr. Fuller and MicGrail lived to be very old men. Which leads ma t
theory." Roo paused, one eyebrow raised. "Whay ibaiidings had this really sinister connection? Dr
Fuller poisoned his patients, Mr. McGrail did thadrals, then the two of them split the profits?”

"I bet you're right." Ashley's sadness gave waydignation. "That totally creeps me out."

Roo looked mildly gratified. "So what about youodoo, Boucher?"

Arms folded over his chest, Etienne leaned laghrest the wall. "Mama, she had me go talk to migta
Bernadette—she's my grand-mere's sister. Andaddms a hundred years old."

"She's great." Gage laughed softly. "She tellséltstories.”

"Yeah, well, she remembers some of that voodomdrbare. In fact, she saw some of those wild
parties going on back in the bayou. And that hondhe west side of the Brickway, where the antique
shop is now? There was a cook who worked therdoaely then—an old lady named Dominique, all
heavy into voodoo. She had herself a secret pigbe iattic, and some pretty high-class clientalang
over there to see her. My tante Bernadette, skseysaynever wanted to eat any of Dominigue's
cooking—you never knew what kinda spell she mightiiting on you."

"Oooh." Ashley gave a delicious shiver. "This i;igdo be the best tour! Gage, you go next."

"No problems researching the church,” Gage repliéey keep records of just about everything.
There's almost too much information—it's hard toawait all down. But I'm sort of leaning toward

these old manuscripts Father Paul told me aboat; Were handwritten by French monks and brought
over here by some of the earliest missionariedd®aLsome good stuff in those.”

Roo took the potato chip bag from Miranda and ghise®. "Okay, Parker. Enrapture us once again
with your dullness.”
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"You mean, my evil courthouse." Giving a mock slaipgBarker lounged comfortably back on the bed.
"Evil judge. Unfair convictions. Botched hangingisdge swings from rafters and dies a slow, painful
death. Judge gets exactly what he deserves. NetkRidgn't already know."

Ashley was clearly annoyed. "That's it?"

"What else do you want?"

"Some historical facts would be nice."

"Like what?"

"Well, tell us something about the prisoners. Vimats of crimes did they commit?”

"I don't know anything about the prisoners. Why lddneed to know that?"

"Parker!"

"Come on, crime is crime. You got murder. StealMgrder. Treason. Murder. Oh, and did | mention
murder?"

"That's incredibly historical." Roo's stare wasitldAnd incredibly descriptive. Wow. | feel likevias

there."

Parker grimaced. "Okay, fine. Let me run througihpiisoners for you. Murderers. Thieves. Murderers.
Spies. Murderers. Oh, and did | happen to meniilensg too?"

Frowning, Ashley shook her finger at him. "I wilysthis one more time. If you mess up our project—"
"Miranda!" Parker broke in quickly. "Update us auidashing, see-through soldier!"

"Parker Wilmington, shame on you. Don't call hilat thnd Miranda has enough on her shoulders right
now without you being so insensttive.”

"I'm not being insensitive. All | said was—"

"Actually,” Miranda interrupted, "I have been thindkabout Nathan. And I've had some ideas.”

She was the sole focus of attention now. As thenrg@w expectantly quiet, she tried to organizthall
thoughts scrambling in her brain.

"I keep thinking about what he said." Miranda asksizd the five rapt faces. "No, you're wrong'land '
swear to you, for the love of God' and ''m the ymewant, only me.' Like he was really trying to
convince someone. Like he really wanted somedpeligve him."

"You!" Ashley exclaimed. "He wanted you to beligira!"

"No, | don't think so. It wasn't like in the parkkdew he was talking to me then. But those other
times, he was definitely talking to someone elsedHavas only hearing his side of the conversation.”
"So what does that have to do with what happenibe ipark?"

"That's my point. | think it has everything to dithawhat happened in the park.”

In possession of her popcorn once more, Roo degptbsdedly through the bag. "Sounds to me like
he's confessing.”

"Or defending someone?" A frown settled betweeandia's brows.

"More than that,” Etienne offered. "Protecting Sooaly."

"And maybe taking the blame for something he dieally do."

Shrugging, Gage slowly swept his hair back fronfdnehead. "Sacrificing himself?"

Roo nodded. "Yeah. To defend and protect and savelxdy else.”

"He was suffering," Miranda recalled, while Pag&mptly rolled his eyes. "Not

such a stretch, O Psychic One. The guy did hautiet fole in him."

Miranda disregarded the comment. "No . . . befa® t mean. Some kind of punishment. His throat
was raw, and his lips were all cracked. He codlbtiais own blood. And he really needed water."
"Bar fight and hangover. Mystery solved.”

"I think he was being tortured.”

"By who?" As Ashley gasped in horror, Etienne bgmaoing the length of the room.

"Prisoner of war?" he mumbled. "Makes sense."

"It does," Miranda agreed. "Maybe he had impontdmtmation the Yankees wanted. And he wouldn't
talk—he wouldn't betray the Confederacy."

"The Union army did take St. Yvette," Gage reasdifet] there's documented accounts of how bad
some prisoners were treated.”
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For a brief moment, Miranda looked down and cleddter pillow tighter. Yes . .. yes. .. I've ltkar
how they were treated . . . I've heard their ctires; screams . . .

"Oh, poor Nathan." Ashley’s voice caught. "I cstaibd to think of people being mean to him."

Parker clutched his head with both hands. "Fos@sake, Ashley. You're doing it again. You're
talking about that imaginary guy like he's real.”

"Of course he's real. Miranda saw him. And weeall the braid he gave her."

"So he was tortured and then killed?" Still padietggnne glanced at Miranda. She'd sunk deep into
thought, unaware the room had grown quiet. "Mirahda

Something . . . something . . . not quite rightAs Miranda slowly raised her eyes to Etienhegame
to a stop. "l don't know. 'm not sure."

"What about?"

"The way we're putting it together."

"Well, Miss Ellena has to come in there somewh&age tried to be helpful. "We know she and
Nathan had some kind of connection. And he did wauto get a message to her—"

"But | still feel like we're missing something.”

Parker's scowl swept the faces around him. "Yealn,minds. Your sanity. Should | go on?"

"Yes, go on," Roo said dryly. "Go right on out ithabr.”

"Actually, we should all be going out that doortie€king his watch, Gage immediately stood up. "It's
getting late. And tomorrow . . ."

None of them mentioned the funeral. Even afteryewer had left, Miranda tried not to think about tvha
the next day might bring.

Something more . . . something I'm not quite ggttin

But it was there. She knew it was there, so clasebeyond her grasp.

Something important . . .

Something unexpected . . .

A tragic secret only she could discover.

2

THE NEXT MORNING COULDN'T HAVE BEEN MORE DREARY.

The sky was overcast, the air thick with the preroigrain. A hot, restless wind scattered brokavnde
and crushed petals around the casket. Thunderegtdow in the distance, and the mourners looked as
wilted as the flowers.

Perfect, Miranda thought glumly as she and MomAantt Teeta sat beneath the canopy beside the
gravesite. Perfect weather for a funeral.

But her new friends had come, just as they'd peainShe spotted them standing respectfully toward
the back of the huge crowd, and she wondered vehsigtdenly felt sentimental, watching them. She'd
known them only a few days, yet it seemed a lifetikiready—for so many reasons—she felt closer to
them than she ever had to Marge and Joanie.

With the service ending and people drifting awhg, Isnged to escape—with Parker and Ashley, Roo
and Gage and Etienne— back to school, back to and&aughter and chaos. As the group
approached, she was overcome with emotions. WiesmEtaid a flower on her grandfather's casket, sh
nearly broke down.

"Hey," Gage whispered, wrapping her in a hug. ks evere so gentle, so compassionate. He slid his
fingers beneath her chin and tilted her face toliarditll all be okay. You'l see.”

She knew the others were watching. Embarrassetbvetied her head, but Gage's arm was still
around her, keeping her close. Even Etienne'iata certain tenderness about it; he seemedhglad t
Gage was consoling her.

It struck her, then, the irony of her grandfath@a'ssing. The end of one chapter, the start dh@not



Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http:/maww.pr ocesstext.com/abclit.ntml

Jonas Hayes had fulfilled his legacy; now he'dgabtbe torch on to her. And Miranda's new life ma@ts
merely with the living now...but with the deadywael.

"We'll see you later,” Gage whispered. Releasindhbestepped away and smiled, showing a dimpleen
cheek.

Miranda smiled back. "Thanks so much, you guysak$or helping me get through this."

"Always," Ashley replied, and waved to her whileyttheaded for Parker's car. Miranda was

exhausted by afternoon.

She'd hoped that after the funeral, the constamtdf visitors might stop—but it seemed to get only
worse. More food kept arriving, and more peopledithe house, spilling out onto the veranda,ribre f
and back lawns. But Miranda had had her fill otloleall she wanted now was to get away from
everyone and everything, and with so many distiagtishe figured no one would miss her.

Slipping up to her room, she closed the door, abdihgr clothes, and stretched out across the bed. S
hadn't planned on falling asleep, but when sleel lifer head from the pillows, it was almost siod<c

Their company had gone. When Miranda went to Wirgliroom, she found Aunt Teeta snoring in the
recliner and Mom asleep on the couch, the TV ghuiMny don't yosleep in a bed anymore, Mom?
Do these walls and closed doors scare you? Okingimories of this house? But the past is over; you
and Aunt Teeta and | are together. Things willd&t&ebfor you now.

Starting upstairs again, she suddenly remembegeattib. This was a perfect time to look througmso
more of her grandpa’s things, to see if she coudahy information on St. Yvette or that old

photograph of the Gray Soldier. After a brief seastie located the attic door and made her way up a
narrow flight of steps to a landing.

It opened onto a large, low-ceilinged space—thg kied Ashley would love. Stale and musty and
swelteringly hot. Mysterious beneath deep shadod$eavy layers of dust. Bathed in a jaundiced glow
from the old, yellowed shades at the windows. Thaeeven a dressmaker's dummy.

Miranda picked her way cautiously through a mazmogés, bags, trunks, and suitcases; piles of
outdated magazines and newspapers; rusty fileetajpimooden crates; claw-legged furniture draped
with dirty sheets; paintings and portraits showstklinto corners. But Mrs. Wilmington had beentrigh
about one thing—nearly every item was labeled avitbncise, handwritten description. Intrigued,
Miranda raised a window shade, pulled one of thertsinto a shaft of dim light, and sat down to
explore its contents.

Here was photo after photo of southerners posiaginbest finery; plantations and gardens; quaint
shops and markets and modest antebellum homedeaticeassortment of buildings. But there were
many other pictures, as well—the grim realitieg/af. Maimed and mangled soldiers, ravaged by
disease, wrapped in dirty bandages. Row after f@arpses—unknown, unidentified, unclaimed.
Amputations, grim surgeons at work, field hospitebalmings. Stockades and armed guards; weary
prisoners, sunken-eyed, emaciated skeletonshy, fittgged clothes . . .

Miranda frowned. It was getting hard to breathé ait this dust. Distractedly, she ran a hand back
through her hair; cobwebs clung to her fingers,shdchoked back a sneeze. Something . . . somethin
. Shadows were beginning to lengthen through tbevaned window and around the grimy edges of the
window shades. Damn—what is it? What's missingiisim& want to be up here anymore, yet she
couldn't shake the feeling that whatever she vaeénig for was beckoning again, practically within

reach. Here somewhere, hidden among all theseiigt Why can't | figure it out?

Frustrated, she gathered up the photographs amdherd them back in the box. No pictures of Nathan.
No pictures of Ellena Rose. No pictures of Hayegdddhe way it used to be. Just that nagging sénse
being so close, so close, to some sort of answer .

Without warning, her whole body went rigid. Shelda@wear she'd seen a movement just then, from the
corner of her eye. An ever-so-subtle movementar@aof the windows, where dust motes hovered in
the air like waves of heat over a summer roadafsgcond she could even swear those ripples of dust
had taken on human form . . .

"Itis you, isnt it?" she murmured. "What do ycani®"

But he didn't speak aloud this time. His mouth haypen in a silent plea, his stare was without hope.
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And as one empty hand reached out to her, shetheadguished crying from his heart. "Take.it . .
therose...helpme..."

Miranda shut her eyes. Slowly, cautiously, shededwon his presence, his nearness, his tenuatys real
Pain flowed out from him in waves. She was awateobwn senses sharpening, just as they had at the
gallery that day—curious, open, accepting. You krdma't you? You know I'm trying to help you. A
current passed between them.

An understanding so powerful, it took her breatayaw

She opened her eyes to look at him again, but bgoree.

You came to me in the park because that was ydtiefiedd . . .

Trembling, she set down the box of photographslegimed heavily against the wall and gazed at the
spot where Nathan's ghost had just disappeareitidughts still trying to follow him.

But the first time | heard your voice, | was in dpartment over the garage. And then you came to me
my bedroom. And now here to the attic . . .

Why here?

Miranda got quickly to her feet. Images and emetigwept through her, and she welcomed them,
invited them. In her mind she could see the phafigrthe one from the museum— Nathan and his
comrades posed in front of a much older and mdfeeht Hayes House. Hayes House . . .

It was more than just having your picttaiken, wasn't itThere was something else that tied you to this
house—a connection so much stronger than a phptogra

Scarcely able to contain her excitement, she hdad#t stairs.

You spent time here. There were things you had:tovgortant things . . . hidden things . . . secre
things.. ..

Deep, dark, dangerous secrets . . .

And because of those secrets, you died.

23

BACK IN HER ROOM AGAIN, Miranda waited impatiently for Mom and Aunt Tetetavake from
their naps. When she finally heard signs of lifeaistairs, she found both of them busy in the
kitchen—Mom washing dishes, Aunt Teeta fussing seeeral potted plants that had been delivered
earlier. Miranda decided not to mention Hayes Houlent of her mother. Instead, she waited tilih&\
Teeta went out to the veranda, then sat down witintthe porch swing.

"Aunt Teeta, | was going through one of those boxte attic—"

"Oh, that's just fine, darlin’." Fanning hersethva magazine, Aunt Teeta scooted sideways to give
Miranda more room. "Did you find anything yall use for your project?"

"There's so much up there. Did Grandpa reallyat@llthat stuff?"

"Every bit of it. Treasure hunting—that's what heags called it—treasure hunting always made him so
A smile lit Aunt Teeta's face, then began to fadell . . . till near the end, anyway. He seemed
different . . . not as enthused about it. Not asfiel. And he was so tired."

Miranda thought of that day at the Falls . . dnendfather's erratic behavior . . . the confessietd

made. "Do you know why? | mean, did he ever giveayy reasons?"

"He never talked about himself much. He sufferedhfthese . . . dark moods from time to time. Bat th
wasnt the same.”

Dark moods. Miranda remembered that midnight disaasvith Mom, those stories about Grandpa’s
moods. She decided to play innocent and let thariepass.

"Maybe | should have paid more attention,” her egfteicted. "Made him rest more . . . forced him to
take better care of himself. . ."
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"From what I've heard about Grandpa, nobody coube fhim to do anything.”

"Well, you're certainly right about that. And yooama'’s just like him, but don't you ever tell lezidl that,
‘cause Il deny it till the day | die.” Giving artspiratorial wink, Aunt Teeta began to laugh—that

deep, merry laugh that everyone loved. After adesonds of uncontrolled hilarity, she caught her
breath and dabbed at her eyes.

"Oh mercy, that felt good. And you know what, aé?liYou remind me of your grandpa, too. Funny—I
can't quite put my finger on it, but it's thertyight. In a really good way."

As Aunt Teeta wrapped both arms around her, Miraedted into her hug. | wish | could tell you,
Aunt Teeta. | think you'd understand . . .

But now was not the time. And when Aunt Teeta linallled away, her face had gone thoughtful once
more.

"You know, honey, maybe after all these years, gaamdpa's hobby just got to be too much for him.
More work than fun. Maybe he should have givep #long time ago.”

But he couldn't, Aunt Teeta. And it did get todremnuch for him, but he still couldn't. Not till faind me.
He was waiting for me. He'd always been waitingrfer

It was another realization that struck to the obieer being. Miranda fumbled to change the subject
"Aunt Teeta, do you know if Hayes House was evwghaig else?"

"What do you mean, dariin?"

"Since it was first built, has it ever been anyleise besides a house?"

Leaning her head back, Aunt Teeta wrinkled her lanareep thought. "No, it was always just a hoase,
far as | know. But way back when, one of your graas did take in boarders here for a while.
Especially during the Civil War, with so many peopbming in and out of town and not enough places t
put them up. It worked out good for everybody—sived to cook, and I'm sure the extra money came
in handy. And folks could board their horses, tat,in her barn.”

"There was a barn?" Miranda's pulse quickenedaNatith those two beautiful horses . . .

"Well, not since I've lived here, but | know I'\&es a picture or two somewhere. A barn . . . obaay
stables. | can't imagine what happened to thosaatlttes, though. Your grandpa kept track of all

that"

"But the barn—stables—were here?"

"Out back behind the house. Of course, the propersymuch bigger then. Hayes land has been sold
off little by little through the years."

"Did any famous people ever stay at the boardirggiu

"Hmmm. That | couldnt tell you."

"Maybe there was a guest book? Or a ledger? Gightecthings like that?"

"Oh, honey, if there were, then they'd be somewheteyour grandpa’s stuff. Either here or at the
museum. | wouldn't have the slightest idea whdoeta'

Miranda couldn't recall seeing any of those iterttgsamuseum. But she hadn't really been looking fo
them—and hadn't Mrs. Wilmington said the exhibi#serchanged on a regular basis?

"Back then, it was common for travelers to stay avplantations.” Frowning, Aunt Teeta rolled ep h
magazine to swat at a mosquito. "Of course, thed vais more convenient for business in town, but
there were only so many rooms, and not everybadlyg edfford the prices. Lots of times, local fanglie
handled the overflow. Good ole southern hospitalitydon't imagine they'd have turned anybody

anay."

Just what Mrs. Wilmington said. Miranda's thougyese jumping again, bouncing from one possibility
to another. "So someone famous could have stayed he

Her persistence seemed to amuse Aunt Teeta. "Apyloodd have stayed here. Or eaten here. Or
slept here. Or kept their horses and carriagesGeagness, is this all part of your research?"

"We need all the information we can get." Deliteyegvasive, Miranda looked up to see her mother
smiling at them from the doorway.

"I've got bacon and eggs,” Mom announced. "For vérsshungry.”
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The porch swing stopped. Aunt Teeta lifted her agnesmical hallelujah.

"That's the best news I've heard all day! I'mred tf funeral food, | could scream.” Then, alittl

guiltity, she added, "Though the intentions wenelkind generous.”

As Aunt Teeta stood up, Miranda headed quicklyHerfront steps. "Go on and eat without me, you
guys. lwont be long.”

"Miranda?" Mom was surprised. "You didnt tell nogiyvere meeting your friends tonight.”

"I'm not meeting them. | just want to take a walk."

"Now? Alone? Honey, it's nearly dark—"

"Oh, let her go," Aunt Teeta scolded, motioningeldda to make a run for it. "She'll be fine. It's

perfectly safe around here."

"Yeah, Mom." Miranda couldnt resist. "It's a srt@iin, remember?"

Mom knew when she'd lost the battle. "Two againste that hardly seems fair."

Relieved, Miranda watched her mother and aunt thesscreen door behind them. She was halfway
down the steps when she heard the door creak gain and Aunt Teeta's voice unexpectedly
stopped her.

“I'm sorry, darlin—but something just came to me."

Miranda turned around. Aunt Teeta was standirtgeagdige of the veranda, her expression vaguely
distressed. While an uncomfortable silence strdtobhébetween them, Miranda felt a stab of alarm.
"Aunt Teeta, what's wrong?"

Her aunt roused. She fixed Miranda with troublezsegnd spoke hesitantly. "l was thinking about our
talk. When you asked me about your grandpa—whydsesa different near the end. | said | didn't
know, and that's true. Only . . ."

Miranda's heart gave a sudden lurch. "Only what?"

"He brought something home a few weeks back. Samgdtk'd found on one of his treasure hunts. And
after that . . . well, it might be my imaginatiaonjt might be nothing at all. But that really atfed him.

Like he got restless and depressed at the samdr@searching for hours and hours, exploring &y w
past dark."

"What was it?" Miranda could hardly keep her vi@eel. "What did he bring home?"

"I have no idea. But he was truly obsessed with it.

"Do you know where it is? Did he store it somewbiere

Her aunt gave a helpless shrug. "All | can sagdee is that he wouldn't have thrown it away. Hene
threw anything away.”

"Then do you at least remember where he found it?"

"I'm pretty sure it was at the Falls. He went lheke a lot after that." Aunt Teeta's expressiewgr

sad. "And you know, when | think about it now, @salmost like he knew he was running out of time."

24

IT'S CLOSER.

Whatever this is I'm supposed to find, whatevenieant to do, it's so much closer, | can feel it.

Moving along the Brickway, Miranda could still héaunt Teeta's words echoing through her head.efhe f
both stunned and excited; her thoughts and ematiergsin complete turmoil. Pausing to catch heatbre
she realized she'd been running.

Concentrate, Miranda. You have to concentrate.

But focusing right now was too much to demand dddie And getting more answers seemed only to
raise more questions.

What was it you found, Grandpa? Because that's whtartedwasnt it? That's when Nathan's spirit
started contacting you.

It all made perfect sense—her grandfather's degperais frantic mumblings at the Falls that day.
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That's where you found something important, soeastire the Gray Soldier was connected to. Thaf's wh
you kept going back to the Falls. You were lookorgslues. You were looking for a way to help him.
Because you did know you weren't going to be hexhronger. | won't let you down, Grandpa. Not you
or Nathan . . .

It had started to rain. Not very heavily yet, makgarm, clinging drizzle that thickened the aie litag

and distorted everything around her. There werenty people out this evening. Hazy light glowedhfro
lampposts and houses and a few shop windows,dsidbwalks were mostly deserted. And yet . . .
There are things in this fog. Many presences gfdig.

Miranda couldn't see them, but she knew they viaere tAll around her, very real and very close.
"Helpus..."

"We're lost. . "

"We want to go home . . ."

A clammy breeze trailed over her, as if ghostlgdirs were plucking at her clothes, urging herdotre
through the mist and into the past.

"You're the way, Miranda. You're the way betweeriiting and the dead . . ."

Miranda stopped walking. Her hair and clothes wes and she didn't know where she was. She
hadn't meant to stay out here this long, or to wedkfar. But as she squinted through the ragnsalw the
Magnolia Gallery looming high above her.

She was standing on the steps of the entrancéards were pressed against one of the tall, round
columns, and she could feel a warm rush startnogdg her, stirring her deepest instincts. Take you
time. Trust yourself.

She slipped into it so naturally, it was like bingad.

Suddenly she was there amid the muffled applauseamversation...the clinking of glasses...the tibw
champagne. She was drowning in the sweet scerges.rShe heard the sobbing—"Nathan . . . oh,
Nathan, why?"—the swish and fall of the curtairntags, and the silence, the terrible silence . . .

And footsteps. No . . . heavier than footsteps . .

Boots. Strong and solid, a bold walk, a man's haats

Something brushed past her in the fog.

A tall figure—a stranger—imposing and silent, mayguniform woven from swirling mist . . . bringibgd
news . .. bringing terrible news . . .

Miranda’s senses kicked into high alert. She dealdlanger emanating from that stealthy, solitary
figure, washing over her like waves of a drownidg.tShe could hear him muttering, words low and
fierce, intense but hard to make out. An officiald, a tone of authority. And all the while, likerewful
background music, came that constant, heartbralkdamg), "Nathan . . . why?"

Miranda was trembling and invisible. She was atghdkis specter's world, and his world was a,cold
black night. He didn't see her, didn't know shethvai, even though they were close enough to.touch
She could smell his sweat, and the sweat of hiehtbre duties and atrocities of war clinging $o hi
body, the sad and angry tears dried upon his cheeks

She watched him pause . . . examine a small ghtigsib his hand. And she could smell that, tso, a
faint as it was—bitter and swift and final—a snoéltertain death.

Without warning, he turned around. Miranda coulism clearly now, and as she silently whispersd hi
name, Travis Raleigh Fontaine slipped the viabtggn back into his pocket.

"A fair exchange, Ellena." His voice trembled a voice of eternal torment, a voice from beyosed th
grave. "My mercy . . . for your betrayal."

There was one sharp hiss as he struck the matetbri@hspark between his fingertips, before hedflit
to the ground, before it burst into flames.

The tread of his boots faded. The glory of the@peuse flickered once more, brightly, then
disappeared. As Miranda sank to the gallery stepgvening turned dark, and the drizzle became a
downpour.

Oh, God . . . what really happened that awful fight
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The spirit had gone, yet she still had an eerlméeshe wasn't alone. When she glanced over her
shoulder and saw the dim glow of light floating &ma/her through the rain, she wondered hopefutly if
might be her mother or Aunt Teeta, carrying a ligisty coming to find her.

But it wasn't Mom who stood before her, holdingraern in one pale hand. With a hooded cloak of fog
... long red hair tumbling down . . . bone-wifétee . . . eyes unearthly, shining tragic withgear

"You were my life, Nathan," Ellena Rose whispetadd now you are my death."

25

MIRANDA WAS BACK IN HER OWN WORLD.

The only thing she could hear now was the poudimgand her pounding heart. Ellena Rose had
vanished, yet the lantern light remained, moviagdily closer.

"Hey, Miranda, is that you?"

"Roo?"

Surprised, Miranda saw that it really was a flgtlthis time—no, two flashlights—and that Roo and
Gage were hurrying up the steps to join her bereatbovered entrance of the gallery. Both of them
were soaked. As they pinned her with the beanteofftashlights, she squinted and ducked her head.
"What are you guys doing here?"

Roo's reply was matter-of-fact. "Looking for you."

"Youre kidding."

"We called your house." Gage smiled, shoving wietlaak from his eyes. "Just to see if you fett lik
getting out for a while. Your mom was really waddeshe was about ready to search the town."
"When she told us how long you'd been gone, wetitouaybe you'd walked over here," Roo added.
"And we were wet anyway."

Gage passed Miranda his cell phone. "Hit rediadl #&th your mom we'll bring you home after we get
something to eat."

"Are you sure Etienne's picking us up?" Roo frovatdum. “I'm starving.”

"You're always starving. And yes, I'm sure. | alyezalled him."

"I don't see any extra umbrellas,” Miranda teaseing no umbrellas at all.

Gage gave a long-suffering sigh. "Roo likes the &te likes walking in it. Playing in it. Sittingit.
Thinking in it—"

"It's a spiritual thing." Roo shrugged. "It makesfieel clean.” "So

would taking a shower. Or me spraying you withsetio

With a dismissive wave, Roo plopped down next taltia. She set aside the flashlight and started
digging through the pockets of her overalls. "Dalwhost of my cigarettes got wet."

"Then this is a perfect time to quit." Sitting &sdrom her, Gage grabbed for one of her pockdtshie
twisted away.

"Leave those alone. They keep me calm.”

"Right. Like you're so nervous all the time."

"See? Theywork."

"Call your mom, Miranda."

Miranda did so. After squaring things with her naeofishe handed the phone back to Gage.

"So," Roo began nonchalantly. She struck a mattiericigarette, then flicked the match out ihie t
rain. "Do we have to guess, or are you goingtaselhat happened?"

Staring at Roo's match, Miranda couldnt helphudder. "How'd you know something happened?"

"You have that look."

"Of wisdom?" Miranda tried to joke.

"Of wiped out”
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"I am wiped out. And you're not going to believestjust saw."

"Do we look like Parker? Hey, we believe in evengli

"I know how Ellena Rose really died.”

Impressed, Roo took a drag on her cigarette. Géayedan encouraging nod. And by the time
Miranda related the details, both Roo and Gage agenthralled as she was.

"So Travis did it," Gage murmured. "He poisonedthen set the building on fire to hide the mutdér.
clandestine meeting." With a vague frown, Roo tdjglieher ashes. "They make love, he pours the
wine, and no more Ellena Rose."

But Miranda met Roo's frown with one of her owrddh't think there was any romance that night. And
I'm not so sure he hid the poison in wine . in anything.”

"Bxpain

"From what Travis said . . . and the feeling \gben he said it . . . What if he wanted her to khew

was poisoning her?"

"Double cruel.”

Gage paused to mull this over. "If there were neladsagoing on that night, there must have begpigpeo
around. Wouldn't she have called for help or fobglek when he tried to poison her? She must have
figured somebody would hear her and come to help."”

"You're right," Miranda murmured. " think she tdble poison deliberately. And willingly."

Tossing her cigarette, Roo fixed Miranda with letare. "He definitely had something on her.
Otherwise, she would have fought back. And whatesdhreatened her with must have been pretty bad
if she thought dying was better."

"Blackmall," Gage insisted. "Any ideas why?"

Frustrated, Miranda shook her head, but beforealid answer, a horn honked from the curb.

"Hey!" Parker leaned out the passenger side afrigtietruck. "Dont y'all have enough sense to come

in out of the rain?"

Peering over his shoulder, Ashley waved at themmi&on! Let's go to The Tavern!" "Welll

ride in the back!" Roo yelled.

Grumbling, Gage ushered the girls ahead of himla/¥arker helped Miranda into the front seat, Gage
boosted Roo onto the truck bed and climbed in bfierThere weren't any close parking spaces when
they got to the restaurant. By the time they madeddash for the door, the rest of them were as we
and bedraggled as Roo and Gage. They found a#dnigan the back—and their waitress, who spoke
Cajun to Etienne, took their orders, then broughbtl @f paper towels so they could all clean thelres
up.

"Did Miranda tell you?" Flipping her bangs from leges, Roo stared at Etienne. He immediately looked
Suspicious.

"Telmewhat?"

"I can't believe she didnt tell you, riding overdn

"Tellmewhaf"

"I thought girls told you everything. You must bsihg some of that charm.”

Before Etienne could manage a comeback, Mirandeupaher hands for quiet. "l was waiting for all of
us to be together.”

Seeing she had everyone's undivided attentiomesbented her whole experience again, as wellras he
discussion with Roo and Gage. It didn't take lam@fripple of expectation to travel around the
table—to everyone but Parker. He shook his hedgust but stayed quiet. "So Ellena’s life for his
mercy," Etienne mused. "That was Travis's exchaligeaid 'my mercy for your betrayal." Miranda

knew the words by heart.

"Yeah, well, it musta been a pretty big betraylagithought poisoning her was merciful.”

Thoughtfully, Gage leaned forward. "We know Travis an officer—both from Miranda's vision and
from the picture in the museum. And we also kn@mfthe picture that he and Nathan probably knew
each other."

"Nathan was holding those horses," Ashley recélualy . . . soldiers didn't ride horses, did they?
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Soldiers walked."

"But officers rode horses. So maybe—"

"He could have been in charge of them, right? hike. some kind of vet? Or . . . or maybe helikas
their horse trainer? Or a horse assistant?"

"Aide-de-camp?" Roo shrugged. "What if he was $ismide-de-camp? "

"Aid the what?"

"Aide-de-camp. It's like a personal assistant.”

"Isn't that what | just said?" Confusion wrinklestfey's brow.

"If Nathan was Travis's aide-de-camp, he must hagtespecial privileges,” Gage pointed out. "A
position like that meant lots of comforts a regstddier wouldn't have. And he probably wouldnieha
been sent to the front lines.”

"Which makes it less likely he was killed in battBlancing at Parker, Roo couldn't help soundinggs
"And which also supports Miranda's theory aboubéasg tortured and shot.”

Though Parker rolled his eyes, Etienne noddedragrae’Look, he'd probably have known a lot
about Travis, yeah? Seen a lotta things going oheard a lotta things being talked about—byi$rav
and the other officers."

"Official correspondence.” Solemnly, Gage ran thidihe possibilities. "Battle plans. War stratediis
kinds of classified information.”

As the food arrived, there was an impatient timeAiter mustard, ketchup, and hot sauce were
hurriedly passed around, drinks refilled, anditisefew satisfied bites taken, the group’s disonss
resumed in earnest.

"If Travis had access to classified informationybeethat's how he found out something about Ellena.
Miranda’s voice tightened with excitement. "Angdis something so awful, something she felt so
threatened by, she was willing to kill herself atzer

Parker shot each of the girls a mock scowl. "Woédmat can | say? They can't be trusted. They end
up breaking your heart. All of them are traitors."

"Oh my God," Miranda mumbled. "Parker . . . oh noglG. ." Traitor.

It was only a word . . . but suddenly she knew.

"Parker, you arérilliant!"

Parker lifted clasped hands toward heaven. 'fitigacle! Somebody who finally recognizes my
genius!"

"She was a spy!" Straightening in her seat, Miraygigped the edge of the table, her eyes going wide
"Don't you see? That's why she drank the poisonkreiwe that if she didn't, she'd be hanged. Ellena
Rose—Miss Ellena—she was a Yankee spy."

26

IT WAS AS IF ALL THE PUZZLE PIECES WERE NEARLY IN place. As though the whole
picture were finally coming into focus, with detaiivid and intact. As the noise of The Taverniooed
around her, Miranda felt a swift and sudden detactinin the space of a heartbeat, time stopped and
slammed her into the past, where scenes and @apt®nversations raged like a hurricane through he
sensedNathan..Ellena Rose.Travis Fontaine —lives intertwined and shattered argbften . . . Until
here . . . until now . . . Until Grandpa and me.

"That's got to be right,” she heard Roo mumblec&diney discovered she was a spy, she'd have been
executed.”

"And think of her career." Ashley sighed. "The sledhi

Etienne's tone was humorless. "Hell, in this tdie]ocals mighta strung her up. Me, I'd have téthain
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poison, too."

The mood around the table had gone somber, adtinong of them really wanted to admit Miss
Ellena’s guilt. Even Parker seemed to be congigieliranda’s theory.

Leaning back in his chair, Etienne stroked hisgiisglong his chin. "She coulda gotten secrets from
anybody. Or passed secrets to anybody. Espetitig ivas somebody's mistress.” "Or

many somebodys' mistress." Parker chuckled.

"It would have been so easy for her—men would k@sdner anything. They'd have given up secret
information just like that." Snapping her fingéxshley coolly confronted Parker's indignation.

"Come on, give us guys a little credit. Why woulg high-ranking officer share classified informatio
with his little groupie, huh?"

"Because those high-ranking officers were men."dgtare was as condescending as her tone. "And
men only think with thei—"

"Downstairs brain,” Ashley finished.

While the guys conceded with slight embarrassriRenat,and Miranda laughed. "Good one, Ash."
"Everything we know—or think we know—about Ellenasi fits the spy profile." Etienne tried to steer t
conversation back again. "Remember the part alboattssing enemy lines— how she never had
any problems? And how she loved traveling throbglSouth?"

"She probably had contacts all over the place, é@agsoned. "Nobody would ever have suspected
"And even if they did, nobody else woulda belietéd

"Till Travis Fontaine." Reaching across Gage, Ratetd her empty glass for his half-full one. Gage
stared into the empty glass and frowned.

"So Travis must have been one of her informantgphe didn't know it." Miranda picked up the
probable scenario. "And when he found out, héétayed for himself and the Confederate army."
"And he wouldn't have had a choice, really.” Gaggisession was troubled. "He knew he'd have to
turn her in. He knew she'd have to be executéd . .

Nodding at Gage, Ashley lowered her voice. "Sceve gllena the choice."

"Some choice." Parker grinned. "Either I kill youyou kill you."

Despite Parker's twisted attempt at humor, a haance settled over the group.

At last Etienne cleared his throat. "So Travigjdss he musta loved her, yeah? To give her a way ou
like that?"

"I can't even imagine." Ashley fixed Etienne wittosrowful gaze. "The fear she would have felthe
shame and humiliation—"

"But he let her die with some dignity. You gottaeghim that.”

"And then he burned down the opera house," Mirarnispered. "He burned down the Rose."
Ashley's eyes misted over. "Both Roses. He desttoyth Roses."

For a long moment, they all seemed lost in them thwughts. Then Parker spoke up.

"Yeah." Tilting his chair back, he winked at Gage Btienne. "That's the way to a girl's heantigt.

Give her poison, then burn down her house."

Roo's stare was openly curious. "Tell us the tRaiker. Are you really just a changeling in human
form?”

"Look, if I believed all this poison-betrayal craphich | dont—but if I did ? I'd be looking at your
Gray Soldier guy."

"Nathan,” Ashley corrected him.

"Whoever. | mean, y'all said yourselves, it allfoese connected, right? So Miss Ellena might have
been a spy, but how does that tie in with Nattmessage and him being tortured and shot?"

As a new thought hit, Miranda put down her fork tamped Parker lightly on the arm. "Parker, what
you just said—"

"Another brilliant revelation, no doubt." Parkeriad.

"Actually, it was. If Nathan was trying to get assage to Ellena, maybe it was information about the
Confederate army. What if he was a spy, too?"
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"Ellena’s accomplice?" Roo arched a quizzical brow.

"If he and Ellena were in this together, then ikesssense. He would have been sending her lots of
secret messages."

Leaning toward Miranda, Etienne folded his arm#hertabletop. "Travis, he musta been plenty mad,
yeah? When he found out Nathan was a spy? Andiéssig that's when he found out about Ellena,
too—when he was torturing Nathan."

"Do you think that's when Nathan got shot?" Asfleaned and covered her face with her hands. "Do
you think Travis killed him after Nathan told hitooait Ellena?”

Roo's shrug could have been either yes or no. abalkt betrayal—your assistant and your mistress."
"And | bet they were the two people he trusted mdse whole world." Pushing back her plate, Aghle
gazed morosely at her burger. "I can't eat any.rifibie whole thing just gets sadder and sadder.”
Miranda's glance was sympathetic. "But | still damow what Nathan's message is. Or why he's still
trying to get it to Ellena.”

She'd felt so hopeful while they'd all been talkirgp close to solving the mystery, so close to inglpi
Nathan's restless spirit. But with each step fawidall back three.

By the time they were ready to leave, the raintapered off to a saunalike drizzle. The group retade
for the truck, Parker and Ashley walking ahead|exthie other four took their time.

"You know," Miranda ventured, not sure if it wolielp or make things more confusing, "l think I've
figured out where this whole thing with Nathantsthl

She could tell they were intrigued. Repeatingrifeaination Aunt Teeta had given her, she told them
about her grandfather, the unknown treasure h@'dif@nd his obsession with it.

"And | think," she said gently to Etienne, “thaghtihave been what Grandpa was talking aboutalyat d
... when he said he should have told you abbut mever did."

A muscle clenched in Etienne's jaw. Gage threwehimok, but said nothing.

Pulling another cigarette from her pocket, Roogitturned sideways, and fanned away the smoke. As
Etienne reached toward her, she automatically péissecigarette over to him.

"I believe Grandpa really wanted to help Nathanyahla concluded. "And | believe he tried really
hard, as hard as he possibly could."

"So well keep trying, too,” Gage assured her.Ifigate it out.”

Etienne took several long drags on Roo's cigaktien he handed it back, his expression was more
serious than ever.

"Whatever it was Jonas found, he'd have keptsecBrobably in his room somewhere."

"And how does that help me?" Miranda made a fygifgture. '"There must be a million things in his

"But only one that belongs to Nathan. And only paeson who can find it." Etienne gave her a sidglon
glance. "And that's you, cher."

27

"CAN YOU COME UP THE BACK WAY?" MIRANDA ASKED.

Etienne had dropped the others off. Now he andridaaat in his truck, parked in the driveway of
Hayes House. The stress of the evening had easedtsey'd left The Tavern, and she leaned back
with her eyes closed while Etienne stared silenttyhe fogged-up windshield.

"Can you?" she asked again. She still hadn't imichbout the attic, about Nathan's unexpected
appearance, or about the connection she'd sertsesbdNathan and Hayes House. Several times
during dinner, she'd wanted to bring it up, bubwi many other things to talk over, she'd de¢wledt it
on hold till a later time. And now's that time.

"Bienne?"

"We gotta stop meeting like this," he said, poleedfl. "The neighbors, they're starting to talk.”
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"You're the one who started it."

"What, you don't want me to meet your mama?"

"It's not that—"

"I promise she'll ike me. Your aunt Teeta, sheslikne." "My aunt

Teeta loves you. She thinks you're wonderful.”

"See. Whatd I tell you?"

"She also thinks Gage is adorable." "What

can | say? Gage is adorable.”

Miranda had to laugh. "Look, if we go in the frahgy'll both want to fuss over you, and we waaigh
any privacy, and | can't mention ghosts and weingi$ in front of them."

"You know, cher, I've had a lotta girls talk m@ititeir bedrooms, but this is the first time I'eautal

that excuse."

"This is not that kind of invitation. Understand?"

Etienne gave her a solemn stare. He let out aslgifigring sigh. "Okay. Since you twisted my arnmi—I|
come up the back."

Miranda thought maybe this time he might actualijfes But like all the times before, only a flegtinint of
amusement touched his lips.

"Fifteen minutes," she said, climbing out.

"At least. | gotta park my truck somewhere elsed alk all the way back. And sneak all the way in.
Secret rendezvous, you know . . . they take time."

Laughing again, Miranda left him and went insidehér relief, only Aunt Teeta was up, and she was o
her way to bed.

"Your mama was exhausted," Aunt Teeta explaindessBer heart, | don't know how she's lastetbtigs |
told her I'd wait up for you. And | did, and hegeiyare, and now I'm going to tuck myself in. I'l

see you in the moming!"

"Aunt Teeta?"

"What, darin?”

"Did Mom sleep in her bedroom tonight?"

Aunt Teeta gave a wink. "She sure did. And tha#églagood sign!"

Gratefully, Miranda hurried up to her room, shocdkefind Etienne already waiting for her.

"Hey," he greeted her. "What took you so long?"

"You're impossible." While he stretched out orside across the end of the bed, she grabbed her
favorite pillow and scooted back in her cornerragjahe wall.

"So what's the big mystery?" Etienne focused ofaber"And dont tell me we're gonna be looking
through your grand-pére's room tonight for thike: iteasure.”

"I think Nathan has some special connection tdhiisse. To the treasure, yes, but also to thistious
Etienne's dark eyes narrowed. "What kinda connéttio

While he listened attentively, she told him abbatlioardinghouse and barn; she reminded him ofdhe
photograph of Hayes House, of Nathan with the Bpaddocal families taking in visitors.

"Suppose Nathan took care of Travis's horse amdéxmbd here. And suppose Ellena stayed here on
some of her visits. Maybe this is where the twihein first met. Maybe this was even where theyttad
information. Probably no one would have suspebhtsa {

Leaning back, Etienne propped himself on his elbt®&snow you gonna be exploring all through the
house and all over the yard, trying to come up elites?"

Miranda couldn't help but smile. "Maybe. | stilhtdigure out what that stupid watch chain hafoto

with everything."

"Dont be trying so hard.”

Giving a long, languid stretch, he folded his ab@seath his head. His T-shirt had slipped higher,
exposing part of his stomach. His jeans had slifgpeelr, his skin smooth and tan. Miranda looked
quickly away.

"Now see?" Etienne scolded. "You're getting yotedeense, all worked up. And you're never gonna
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find answers that way. So whatd I tell you?"

"You said . . ." She tried to concentrate. She leathim sit up, move closer.

"You said . . . just surrender to it."

"That's right," he murmured. '"That's all you gati&

Very slowly, he leaned toward her. He took her fagteveen his hands. His lips were gentle, butisss k
was firm—she melted beneath it as he pressedyheagiainst his chest. His lips traced a shiveity joa
her neck and lingered at the base of her throath&hds slid to her shoulders and down her body, an
embrace both relentless and tender—burning whienedhed, but never forcing, never intrusive. He
whispered to her in his secret language . . .lthsilocked in a kiss . . . "Miranda?" Aunt Tezled

softly.

Miranda'’s cry was instantly muffled beneath Eti&nlips. Shocked, she stared at him, even as led pul
away from her, snapped off the light, and slippgicbbsight beneath the covers. After a second's
hesitation, Miranda slid in beside him and yankeddedspread up to her chin. "What?" she called
back, with what she hoped was convincing grogginess

Aunt Teeta opened the door, her bathrobe askewalrattisheveled, and several oversize curlers
bobbing on top of her head.

"Oh, darlin', 'm so sorry. | didn't think you'd &&leep yet. You know, | was just thinking—sinae yo

and Etienne have been spending so much time tagettyedon't you invite him over sometime? So
your mama can meet him? And ask Gage over, too-sdatisa cutie.”

Miranda yawned loudly. "That's a great idea, Awdtd. Thanks a lot.”

"All right now, hon, you go on back to sleep. Lgoe."

"Love you, too."

Miranda waited till the door closed. Till Aunt Tastfootsteps faded down the stairs, till the hawzse
silent once more. She waited a long time.

At last the covers moved, and Etienne, after atigdr look around, threw them back and sat up. He
seemed immensely amused.

"Damn, that was close. Your aunt, she woulda slinmealive if she'd caught me here."

Miranda sank back on the pillows. Her heart wdsating at top speed. She felt excited and happy
and breathless, confused and strangely frusttathihk you better leave now," she mumbled.

"Yeah, Ithink | better.”

The kiss he gave her this time was on the cheeklarabt brotherly. He jumped from the bed, but
paused when he got to the sun porch. As Miranddsawurn to look back at her, her whole body felt
warm.

"What is it?" she asked him, embarrassed now. But

Etienne didn't look embarrassed at all.

“It's good, cher.” He winked. "And next time, li# even better.”

28

"WELL, GOOD MORNING, SLEEPYHEAD!" As Miranda shuffled drowsily into the kitchen, Aunt
Teeta met her with a big hug. "Your mama alredtljdework, but look who's decided to grace us

with their presence!”

Startled, Miranda saw Gage and Etienne sittintgeatiable, both with heaping plates of food in fraint
them. Gage wiped his mouth quickly on a napkireriete watched her over the rim of his coffee cup.
Her mind spun back to last night, cheeks flamirigeamemory. What was | thinking? | should know
better! Whereverything about Etienne Boucher screams GUARANTHIEARTBREAK—and
even though nothing really serious happened—I drarfinitely know better!

Halfway standing, Gage pulled out a chair for Wsie thought maybe you'd like a ride to school.”
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Ohyes ... and now here was Gage. With thatdiadehat smile and those big brown eyes that just
melted her heart whenever she looked at him. Apetesly since Roo's candid confession—"He was
amazing"—how could a girl not imagine other sedyetsnd the shyness?

Still flustered, Miranda turned and bumped intochet, upsetting the coffeepot, splashing the,floor
nearly burning her arm in the process. As Gagdetiadne exchanged glances, she had a second of
panic. What if Etienne had said something abounigkt? What if Gage suspected? Did she lookyguilt
"Oh, mercy, did you burn yourself?" Aunt Teeta &assrying to mop the floor, trying to tend to
Miranda.

"I'm sorry, Aunt Teeta. No, I'm okay."

"Here, let me get your breakfast.”

“I'm really not hungry.”

Ignoring her, Aunt Teeta bustled to the stove. &3agney, I'm so glad you came this morning."
"Thanks. It's been awhile."

"l used to see you all the time at the office," Aleeta went on. Then, in an aside to Miranda, "His
mama and | worked together for years. But she ééd¢alleave and spend more time with her family."
Though Etienne and Gage exchanged glances, ridithem said anything. Miranda wondered if Gage's
mom might have quit her job when Etienne's motbiesigk.

"So I've had the pleasure of watching these til@idscals grow up.” As Aunt Teeta passed the,tabl
she gave Gage's shoulder an affectionate squiseidhls Gage just the cutest thing?" Shaking

his head, Gage flushed slightly and tried to canatnon his scrambled eggs.

"And those dimples,” Aunt Teeta teased. "Arentt i precious?"

Before Gage could ward him off, Etienne leaned amdrpinched his cheek. "Just precious. Cute and
precious."

"Cut it out,” Gage mumbled, lowering his head.

"Miranda, honey, sit down. | wish you'd eat sonmgfhiiPeering out the window, Aunt Teeta gave a
shudder."Y'all be sure and take umbrellas. Theupjsosed to be a doozy of a storm coming in."

"How much of a doozy?" Etienne asked. "Medium danyg doozy?"

Aunt Teeta flapped her dishtowel at him. "Monstazy. Big bad winds, flash-flood rain, and maybe
even tornadoes kind of doozy. Miranda, don't yelviell?"

"Just—Miranda brushed it off—"kind of sick to ngmach, | guess."

"What, darlin’, something keep you awake last Piight

Etienne stared at her. Gage stared at her. Autd $eeed at her. Thank God for Gage, who finally
seemed to sense her growing distress. Crammingstia@te of sausage into his mouth, he scrapdd bac
his chair from the table.

“I'l make sure she eats something later," he mednhunt Teeta. "Come on, we better go. We're
gonna be late."

Miranda threw him a grateful look as the thrednefit trooped out the door. Still, once they reached
Etienne’s truck, she couldnt resist.

"You really are cute and precious," she said, fagdnfingertip to one of his dimples.

Gage's face went redder. He grabbed her hand astktdner into the front seat. "See if | come to
your rescue anymore."

"And | have to agree with Roo and Ashley. You'peewlly cute when you're embarrassed.”

"Yeah?" Gage's lips moved against her ear. "[2onfitme. | bet you're especially cute when you're
embarrassed, too."

Miranda stared at him in surprise. Gage gave hieanagent smile, then climbed in beside her. Egenn
seemed completely unaware of their little exchange.

While the boys argued sports scores and statisticryda gazed nervously out at the pewter sky.
Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the windshletttned with the first few sprinklings of rafks
Etienne reached to turn on the wipers, she feiep dnd unexpected chill.

"Listen, Miranda . . . watch . . ."

Surprised, she straightened in her seat. She dlanakly from Gage to Etienne, but the two of them
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didn't seem to notice and kept right on talking.

"Watch..."

A shiver, even colder now, gnawed at her spinendpa? But of course it was him, she recognized his
voice—the same tone, the same words she'd hehedfaheral home the night of the visitation. But
why here? Why now?

"Listen, Miranda . . . watch . . ."

"You okay?" This time Gage looked down at her, &ialfised, half concerned.

"Somebody walk over your grave?" Etienne teased.

Miranda had heard that old expression many timiesdse- only now it seemed more scary than funny,
and she edged slightly nearer to Gage.

Muttering to himself, Etienne bent forward, eyesowed on the school ahead and the ominous clouds
behind it. There were even more of them now, gealyeshing to black, and all of them churning like
restless waves.

Gage pointed out a parking space in the studetiDidtAshley call you about revising that outlihé@

asked Etienne. "She wants to meet at lunch anbtman."

"Did you say rainstorm?" Etienne grumbled. "Cdiniseone looks like it's gonna be a killer." "There

tornado warnings," Ashley fretted, pulling a cligitto their table.

The school cafeteria was packed, much noisier amd ahaotic than usual. No one was eating outside
today because of the rain.

Balancing his tray on one hand, Parker slid irécetinpty chair next to her. "Hey, don't worry so imuc
We never have tornadoes around here."

"Well, we could have tornadoes around here."

"Ash, when was the last time you heard of a tort@aaiching down in St. Yvette?"

"What if our house blew away? That would be ayéalirible thing!"

"What if your boyfriend blew away?" Roo asked njildlhat would be a really good thing."

And then, as everyone suddenly realized the ingbadbat they were saying, all eyes turned guiily
Miranda.

"Oh, God, Miranda," Ashley was horrified. "I'm sry. | didnt mean . . . | would never—"

"Come on, it was a joke." Forcing a smile, Miradibher best to brush it off. "Please, don't worry

about it

Neither Gage nor Etienne looked convinced. Mirastdeaed back at each of them and forced her smile a
little more firmly.

"Maybe theyl let us out of school early.” Parteunded hopeful. "Hey, my folks are out of towrefor

few days—we could all party at my place.”

Roo leaned over and lifted the top piece of bremad f5age's sandwich. As Gage watched her, she
took out a slice of cheese and a tomato, therhpugandwich back together. Gage shook his head and
resumed eating.

"Full fridge." Parker tried again. "Home theatenysming pool, and well-stocked bar. Any takers?288Y

the police when they come to take you away," Riob sa

A clap of thunder violently shook the building. Tigh the storm had held off so far, Miranda’s
uneasiness had grown. That feeling of dread iaithethat feeling of grim expectancy. It was like he
worst nightmare all over again.

She realized now that Ashley was talking, somethbayit their ghost tour. The others were casually
listening, a comment or question or insult tossgdhere and there. Laughter and conversation were a
full pitch around them. Life at St. Yvette High wgsng on as usual, and nobody else seemed patijcul
bothered by the weather. All Miranda wanted to ds get home to Aunt Teeta's, where she'd be safe.
Well . . . safe from the storm, anyway . . .

The real downpour began just as Etienne droppeafiredter school. Bolting for the door, Miranda go
inside and dried off, changed clothes, and fixegdiiesomething to eat. With Mom and Aunt Teeté labt
work, the house loomed large and silent arouncHerfootsteps echoed over the parquet floors.
Thunder shivered the walls and trembled the olddations.
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But she couldn't stop thinking of Ellena Rose.

She'd finally worked up enough courage to takevtiteh chain from her room, and now, sitting at the
kitchen table, Miranda went back over everythirglsiew—or thought she knew. There was still so
much missing. Clues and answers and truths . . .

"Listen, Miranda . . . watch . . ."

Her grandfather's words made her even more resttesge been listening, | have been watching. What
am | missing? How do | find it?

She thought of his treasure. Some small and selgrimsignificant artifact that Jonas Hayes had gitlap
one day at the Falls and become completely obsestbetHe wouldn't have thrown it away, Aunt

Teeta had assured her. And what had Etienne $4&¥? Have kept it close . . ."

Some connection . . . something important . . esoimy that Nathan's spirit is connected to . . .

Leaning forward onto the table, Miranda restechkad on folded arms and let her eyes drift shet. Sh
could see Hayes House the way it used to be—thekaynagined it would be—warm and solid and
welcoming, with the aroma of home-cooked mealsadnid, roomy barn out back. And he'd be
there—Nathan— brushing down the horses, when BResa strolled by. She'd be inquiring about a
carriage maybe, but Nathan would be her real rdasstopping. To exchange a whisper. To exchange
information.

Miranda's thoughts flowed. Back through years aadans and moonlit nights . . . the opera housthand
battlefield . . .

"No...yourewrong..."

"I swear to you . . . for the love of God . . ."

“I'm the one you want. Only me . . . only me."

"Takeit...the Rose...MissEllena..."

Miranda's head was spinning. Too many image®o.many scenes . . . all of them painful and
heartbreaking. Nathan—rope burns around his wristsuts from horse-whip lashes; Ellena Rose—a
lingering taste of poison on her tongue, and irthreat, her last words choked, her sweet sonaesie
forever.

"You were my life, Nathan . . . and now you aredwegth . . ."

"No. Please stop." But Miranda's senses reachghesuhind searched. You thought Nathan betrayed yo

"'mthe one youwant...onlyme..."

"Onlyme.”

Tears ran down Miranda's cheeks, and they werreiliezars and Nathan's tears. She clutched itie bra
tightly to her heart.

Why did Nathan betray you, Ellena? How could hesH@aen that selfish? That unfeeling?

Frustrated, Miranda pressed both hands to herdadelshe was here in Aunt Teeta's kitchen, yet it
was another kitchen, a long-ago farmhouse kitdhenhouse where a beautiful red-haired diva and a
handsome stable boy traded secrets anéind kisses...

For Miranda could see them now—Nathan and Ellenareah the barn at midnight, while Hayes
House slept. The way they held each other, cluegdh other, in the soft glow of lantern lighttremigh
they were the only two people in the world. Accaogd . . . and sweetheatrts.

Slowly, reluctantly, they drew apart. Nathan, hagdtllena his pocket watch . . . Ellena, givingidata
watch chain braided from her beautiful red hair . .

"Someday," Nathan whispered, wiping tears frormgfecheeks. "Someday when this terrible war is ove
we won't have to hide like this. We won't haveidie lour feelings for each other . . . we'll finally

be together.”

"But I'm afraid, Nathan. I'm so afraid! Somethiragllts going to happen—I can feel it!"

"Hush now. Nothing's going to happen, my love. Ae&en careful; we'll be safe.”

"Promise you'll come backtome. . ."
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"Yes. Always. | promise.”

Very gently Ellena touched the braid in his haAdd'promise me you'll keep this close to your Heart

"I swear it. And someday, I'll wear my watch andrychain together. Together, Ellena. Just like you
andme..."

Miranda began to come back to herself.

She could feel the watch chain pressing into hiersk&he wanted to hold it close, she wanted to fting
away.

"A fair exchange," Travis Fontaine had said tfzagit;, deadly night. "My mercy . . . for your betikty
Through a slow, lingering haze, Miranda stared datthe braid. This beautiful red hair over a haddr
years old, yet she could still feel the love, teedtion, the tears in every strand . . . Elleeasst. . .
Nathan's tears . . . the tears of Travis Fontaine.

Because he's the one, isn't he, Ellena? When Natisacaught, Travis Fontaine—the other man who
loved you so much—saw that watch chain and recedrimat watch chain . . . Because he recognized
your hair.

Miranda was quivering. Shaking with fear, with §jreth regret. Shaking with over a century of
emotions, the emotions of three people trappegitiess fate. Oh, Ellena Rose . . . he knew your
hair.

Nathan didn't betray you. Even though he was aaghtewen when he was tortured, he never betrayed yo
Miranda's eyelids finally opened. She was sittirtgekitchen table; the hands on the clock hadaiga
moved. And instead of the questions that had hainete there was only a deep, sad wisdom. For she
knew the rights and the wrongs . . . The truthstaadies . . .

The betrayed and the betrayer.

“Listen, Miranda . . . watch."

And she knew now what her grandfather had foutitedtalls.

29

A HUGE CRASH OF THUNDER BROUGHT HER UP OUT OF her chair. As the lights flickered
ominously, Miranda ran for flashlights, laying thent on the table within easy reach. Rain gushibeat
windowpanes and pounded on the roof; trees flaggalessly in the wind. When the front door sudglenl
burst open, she let out a yell and went runnirmthreé hall, convinced the whole front of the houas
blowing away.

What she found instead was Etienne, alone in thenay, shaking off water like a wet dog.

"You!" She let out a sigh of relief while Etienriargced around the corridor.

"Yeah. Last time | checked, anyhow."

"What are you doing, coming here in this weatttdgdks horrible out there."

"It is horrible out there. But Miss Teeta, she qadled me and she was worried, so | figured yahmi
like the company.” "You

figured right"

One corner of his mouth twitched. "Yeah, | usugdly

He followed her into the kitchen, then stood drgpi front of the sink. Miranda brought him towels
made a pot of strong coffee, and pulled out Auetd'e latest homemade confection—bread pudding
with rum sauce—which she popped into the microwave.

"Great. My favorite." Nodding approval, Etienne toaured towel drying his hair.

"Aunt Teeta told me you say that about every sihgig she makes."

"And it's true. They're all my favorites." Pausing,shoved his wet hair back from his face aneldstr

her, eyes narrowed. "Hey, you okay, cher ?"
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"Well"—Miranda drew a deep breath—"l wasn't okast pufew minutes ago. But | think | am now."

"Ah. Is that your way of telling me I'm your hero?"

Miranda couldn't resist. "No. It's my way of tejlijou that | had a nightmare, but | woke up."

"That's cruel, cher. You just stabbed me straigimyi heart.”

"Youllive."

She watched his lips quirk at the edges, his dak shining with amusement. But then, the amusement
began to fade.

"So what really happened?" he asked quietly.

She felt silly as her eyes brimmed with sudderst&dre started to turn away from him, but his arms
went around her.

"Miranda?"

"Canwe just. . . sit down first?"

While Etienne chose a spot at the table, she blersdlf with his food, brought him another towel.
Anything to distract herself, to keep all the newelations from crowding in and overwhelming her to
fast. Finally Etienne stopped her, took the breattiimg, then gently—>but firmly—pushed her down in a
chatr.

"Whatever it is, you're not gonna get rid of irtagning. And I'm always gonna believe you, no matte
what"

"I know what really happened now. To Nathan. Ardrta. And Travis Fontaine."

With a look of mild surprise, Etienne pushed hisl@way and leaned toward her. "I'm listening.”
"They're all connected, just like we thought. Qhlybetrayal wasn't just about Travis and Elleltend&
thought Nathan betrayed her to Travis. But Nathdmitdlt was the chain and her hair. And the tivo o
them were in love, which made it even worse. Anth&lamade a promise to her, but they both died,
and they couldn't be together—"

"Whoa, whoa..." Etienne's concern had turned tiusian. "Time out. Back up.” While Miranda tookeeg
breath and started over, he retrieved his bowbssthe bread pudding. He chewed slowly, deep in
thought. Then he leaned back in his chair.

"Maybe | should put this another way," he saidHiése something you didn't figure out before | got
here?"

"Where the watchis."

"The..."

"Watch. That's what Grandpa found at the FallskaatAnd what he's been trying to tell me."

Miranda's voice tightened. "I think Nathan wantstoi@ke the watch chain to Ellena. And connéot it
the watch like they promised.”

"A watch. Nathan's watch."

"And | think if | do that, Nathan will be at pea&ee, all this time | thought Grandpa was tellirgton
listen and to watch. But he was telling me torliskecause it was the watch. So now we have td.find
"Your grand-pére," Etienne murmured. "He talkegbig?"

"Yes. | heard him. I'm certain of it."

For just the briefest moment, something shimmeréuki black depths of Etienne's eyes and softened
the chiseled features of his face. "That's goa, dire whispered. "Good for you."

As the two of them continued to talk, the weatloetioued to worsen. Mom and Aunt Teeta both cétied
check in—and though neither of them could come hgetyghey were grateful Etienne was there.
While he went in search of candles, Miranda madthanpot of coffee. Refilling his cup, she sudgenl
had the feeling of being watched, and when shedwround, Etienne was in the doorway, observing
her every move.

"I wish you wouldn't look at me like that.” Miranflawned.

"Like what?"

"Like .. . you can see things | don't want yosee.”

"Toolate.”

"Stop." She did her best to sound stern. "Now Wkhow Gage feels."
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"Except for the dimples.” "Right.

Except for those."

"Not to worry, cher. You got a whole lotta otheteeming qualities."

Picking up a napkin, Miranda tossed it at him.rigour coffee."

"Yes, maam.”

But she could still feel him watching. And when phssed his chair, he caught her and pulled tee.clo
She stood silently, facing him. She set the coffeep the table. Gently she ran her fingers thrdugh
thick, dark hair . . . along the angles of his f&tee heard his slight intake of breath, felt tiaelen
tensing of his muscles.

His hands encircled her waist. She gazed dowmmgtamd bent slowly to kiss him . . .

The phone shrilled loudly, jarring them apart. Aisadvida hurried to answer it, she could hardly beeat
"Helo?"

But she couldn't make out the voice on the other'Bme voice crying and babbling so fast, words
spilling out, making no sense. When she finallydhtige name "Etienne," she quickly handed him the
receiver.

It was as though he already knew something wasgwiren before he saw the fear on Miranda's face,
even before he took the phone. And then there avdyehose few short words, those few foreign
words he spoke, before jumping up and headindpéoddor.

Miranda stood frozen with dread. "What is it?"

"Roo's gone. Ashley says she never came homecitml."

"What—"

"She's afraid Roo might be at the Falls.”

"Now? Why?"

"Some argument they got into, something about P#kd Roo was plenty mad and wouldn't ride with
them and said she was gonna walk home so shetlomiddd

"Ashley told me Roo always goes to the Falls wheissipset. But it floods there, doesn't it?"

"That's why | gotta go. Now. I'm gonna stop andPgeker.”

"What about Gage?"

"Aunt Jules—Gage's mom—just called Ashley's hdosking for him. Ashley told her they were all
there studying—she didn't want Aunt Jules to woEienne's expression darkened. "l guess Aunt
Jules'svanis gone."

"What about Ashley’s parents?" Yet as Etienne djdVizanda knew what the answer would be. "Let
me guess. Ashley told them Roo and Gage are asGagse."

"You gotit"

"Look, you know Gage must have driven Roo to thie.FFand you know he'll take good care of her."
"Stay here. 'l call as soon as | can.”

But Miranda was already grabbing a rain jacket fiteerfront hall closet. "Absolutely not. I'm coming
with you."

Before he could say no, she ran after him, outi@storm.

30

"ITS ALL MY FAULT," ASHLEY SOBBED. "What if she's dead?"

The four of them were squeezed tightly into Eti&sineck. With every shift of the clutch and eaaht

of the wheel, Etienne's right arm jabbed sharpbyNfiranda’s side, and Ashley bounced back arlal fort
between Miranda's lap and Parker's. The old Chnegly, tway past its prime, rattled and clanked and
groaned at every pothole and puddle, but it hutgecbads like glue.

"It's not your fault,” Parker reassured Ashleyttierdozenth time. "You didn't know what she was
planning to do. How could it be your fault?"
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"The water always gets so deep at the Falls. ywilzways floods. If she's dead—"

"She's not dead." He paused, then mumbled, "Ircbikeithat lucky.”

"Parker Wilmington, | can't even believe you said—"

"I was kidding, Ash. Okay, sorry, bad timing, buids kidding, okay? Roo's fine. And none of this is
your fault.

Gulping down a hiccup, Ashley glared at him. "Yeught. It's your fault.”

My fault?"

"You know she caught you drinking in the parkirij lo

"Just a little! | swear, | only had one sip—"

"You're heartless and insensitive, and you hatsistey."

"Christ, Ashley, | don't hate your sister—"

"You told her | care more about you than | do abeutand that's not true!”

"I know it's not—and Roo knows it's not. It waslkeg! | wasn't serious!”

"I'm always defending you, and Roo's always beeamtsnthan me. Roo would never get involved with
somebody like you."

Parker shot Etienne another helpless glance atigitiod or bad?"

"I wouldn't be doing any more talking right nowlifere you," Etienne advised him.

"Roo looks out for me. Roo has better sense ttari Ashley went on miserably. "It's always been
that way, ever since we were little. She's alwagkthe brains. And I've always had . . . not ta@br"
Etienne's eyes and Parker's eyes met behind Adtdei(.

"Not going there," Etienne mumbled. Then to AshiBgn't be worrying about Roo, cher. Parker's
right—she's gonna be fine."

"Yeah." Parker's tone was equally reassuring. "Sagé her right this minute."

Miranda could tell Ashley wanted to believe themt tBe girl's eyes were still bleary with tears| bar lips
were quivering.

"If something happens to Roo, I'l never forgivesatly' Sniffling, Ashley stared dejectedly out ik
window. It was impossible to see anything but ggstain.

"Nothing's gonna happen to her, cher."

"You promise?"

Etienne didnt miss a beat. "Sure, | promise.”

As Miranda glanced at his silhouette, she sawehiae muscle clench in his cheek. His body wad.r
He was clutching the steering wheel so fiercey/khuckles were white. For the first time, shazedl
just how worried he actually was—far more worriegit he wanted anyone to suspect. A fresh wave
of fear washed over her.

Hunching down inside her jacket, Miranda trieddoaentrate on a happy ending. Tried to believe how
someday they'd all look back on this and laughagsther crazy adventure. Outside, the storm
shrieked and roared; in here, it was stuffy andahdtdamp. She could smell fear and sweat, mud and
wet hair and wet clothes, the faint sweetnesslaeiXs perfume.

"The road's already flooding." Ashley sounded agalrtHow long do you think till the bayou—""Hours
yet," Etienne replied, a little too quickly.

But Miranda’s imagination filled in the rest. Sinaded against Parker as Etienne began swerving more
often, more sharply, around broken limbs and dovmeed. The wipers were no match for the storm
now; the headlights barely penetrated the raincShlein't even see the hood of the truck. "Can'tygo
faster?" Ashley pleaded.

"Any faster, and we'll be the ones needing a résetienne gripped the wheel even tighter. He hetitiis
shoulders and took another angry swipe at the tirlds

Miranda leaned in close to his ear. "Don't worigg&will be fine, too."

For just a brief instant, Etienne's defenses setmeedmble. For just a brief instant, she caught a
glimpse of emotions—both panic and hope. And foshas fast, his jaw set in a determined line,tend
cast her a smooth, sidelong glance.

“Is that you, smelling like an old cheeseburger?"
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Startled, she couldn't help laughing. "That ismet—that is something, somewhere, in this disgiigting
dirty truck of yours."

"No, | don't think so. No, | definitely think itsHey, that's Aunt Jules's van over there."

"Where?" Leaning across Miranda, Parker squintegtmmne’s window. "Are you sure?"

"As sure as | am that it's stuck in the mud,” Biegrumbled. "And as sure as | am that Gage issgonn
be grounded for the rest of his life."

"At least we know they're here." A tiny bit of eticrept into Ashley's voice. "Do you see them

anywhere?"

"It doesn't look like they're in the van, butderdée"

As the brakes slammed and held, the truck skiddeg mhto water. Parker managed to catch Ashley
right before she hit the dashboard. "Now whatKdPaemanded.

Etienne's tone was as grim as his face. "Welesgwe know why they got stuck, yeah? No way we
can get any farther on this road. The water'sigho’h

"Is there another way in? Maybe from another diine®t

"Only the bayou.”

"What about your boat?"

"Thatl take too long, and we cant risk the tihé&inning the engine, Etienne tried backing trektru

onto a stretch of higher ground. But when the ipes uselessly, he shut off the ignition, twisteslind,
and grabbed two flashlights from behind the seat.

"Take this." Handing one to Parker, Etienne kepbther for himself. "You girls stay here whege it
"Safe!" Ashley waliled. "It's flooded, and we'lldiaway!"

"You wont float away, Ashley. | swear."

"Hey, we'll take our chances with you," Mirandat$¥aek, scrambling out with Ashley before Etienoigld
shut his door.

Holding on to one another, the four of them maok gbainstaking progress. What rain gear they wore
did little to protect them; within seconds theyevalt completely soaked. Clutching both Etienrarsih
and Ashley's, Miranda stayed alert for alligatoxd\&@ater moccasins and other creepy things thét mig
be escaping to higher ground. She couldn't sethimtmurky water, couldn't see where to step. She
had no sense of direction, no clue where they hemded. Maybe Ashley and | should have stayed in
the truck.

But Etienne seemed entirely sure of himself. HeHedh steadily through the downpour, all of them
shouting as loud as they could.

"Roo! Gage!"

"Why aren't they answering?" Ashley looked so piatiehivering like a drowned rat. When Miranda
stopped to hug her, Parker wrapped both girlgighthug of his own.

"Roo!" Etienne kept calling. "Gage!"

A blinding flash of lightning ripped the sky. Mird& caught a split-second glance of what she thought
might be the Falls, just ahead of them. She g faster, pulling Ashley along with her.

"Roo! Gage!" Mockingly, the storm flung all theirauts back at them. "Roo! Where are you? It's us!
Gage! Come on, yallanswer!"

The four trudged on. As Ashley slipped and jerkechivia down with her into the water, Parker
immediately hauled them both up again.

"They're not here!" Ashley wept. "I know somethiigible’s happened. | know it!"

"No, Ashley, they're okay," Miranda insisted. "tore they've taken shelter somewhere—they just
canthear us, that's all."

But Miranda was just as terrified—totally panicled trying not to show it. It was like being forced
back into the hurricane— the awful tragedy happealihover again—howling wind . . . drowning rain .
. the house falling in . . . the world falling apend nobody to help . . .

Once more she stumbled, then realized that Pditkisad a firm grip on her, that he was tucking he
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inside his jacket, the same way he was tuckingefsidainst his other side, shielding them botéristg
them both to safety.

"Roo!" Parker was hoarse from yelling. "Dammit,yae out here? Gage!"

And then . . . miraculously . . . came the fainirebof a voice—thin and weak and frightened, annéomo
far away . . .

"Here!" it called back. "We're over here!"

"Rod" Ashley screamed. "Oh God, that's Roo!"

New strength surged through them as they triaahiosioshing through mud and muck and water and
debris, flashlights slicing the dark.

"I see her!" Etienne called. "Roo! You okay?"

"Yes! But Gage—"

"Gage!"

It was the fear in Etienne's voice that pierceciiia’s heart. The stark, raw fear as Etienne shiaiste
cousin's name and struggled on ahead of thenstidelenly dropped to his knees.

At first Miranda didn't notice anything but thegr@he gigantic tree uprooted and split open on the
ground, its massive branches splayed in all direstiBut as she got closer, there was movementgamon
the layers and layers of drenched leaves—jugilat sliovement—and the small, huddled figure ofla gir
and the sobs of her desperate pleading.

"Help him! You've got to help him! Hurry ! "

Scrambling easily over the twisted limbs and faid@arker was the next to reach Roo, with Ashldy an
Miranda right behind him. In shocked silence, kiied of them stared at the cuts and bruises os face'
and arms, the blood on Roo's clothes . . . butmgptiould have prepared them for what they saw next
"Gage," Roo choked. "He pushed me out of the wihilK... | think he's . . ."

Miranda's heart stopped. Gage was sprawled omatks pinned under one section of the tree. A huge,
gnarled branch sloped down across his chest, amattieaught his left leg, twisting it behind hihbaa
grotesque angle. Blood had pooled in the wet grassd his head and beneath his shoulders. His eyes
were closed. His face was white and still. He lodke some macabre rag doll, tossed carelessiy out
the rain.

But almost as wrenching was the sight of Etientenke kneeling there beside Gage, feeling fotsepu
listening for a heartbeat, his features cold, btnde.

Miranda didn't realize she'd been holding her bréddt till Etienne finally glanced up at them, Vaiice thick
with emotion.

"He's breathing. Let's get him outta here."

31

EVEN THEN, it took a moment for the terrible reality to sinkWhile Roo and Ashley clutched each
other, crying. While Parker, grave and stunnedijsdi hand along Roo's shoulder, then squatted down
on his heels beside Etienne. And while Miranda loenbver Gage, to smooth the hair back from his
forehead.

The storm was growing worse. As the five of thawnmggiled frantically to free Gage, the wind blew
wilder, the rain fell harder, and the limbs becdmeavier to move. Several times Gage roused arat crie
out, temporarily halting the rescue. Miranda dodibie really comprehended much, but she also knew
that if his pain had managed to cross the bourgdairignconsciousness, even for a second, theth ibha
be excruciating.

"Shit!" Parker exploded. "This is taking too daxomgl!”

Roo glanced at Gage, then at Miranda. Her dark npak@s runny and smeared, her expression
shocked and bewildered. "I just wanted to get athkay's all. But he said he was coming with me,Itha
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always think better with him around. | never thdubgh rain would get this bad. And he's lost solmuc
blood .. .and I couldntcall911..."

"Right," Parker remembered. "No phone signal aet hBlanting his feet wide apart, he balanced
himself on the tree's enormous trunk. He ripped lirfitb, flung it angrily, then wiped a muddy hand
across his brow. "And Etienne's truck is straridédch means we can't go for help.”

Ashley's fearful eyes swept over Gage. "It's juslike Roo said . . . he's lost so much blood."

It was bad enough not knowing the extent of Gagjalses; it was even worse not being able to reach
the ones they could see. The helplessness wasainibelliranda felt as if she were watching alllifiee
drain slowly and steadily out of him.

"I've got some tools in the truck."” Shrugging dihie jacket, Etienne passed it to Miranda. "Heng—t
and keep him warm. [l be right back.”

He was off before anyone could stop him. Holdirgj#laket at arm's length, Miranda wondered what
good it could possibly do—like all the rest of tteothes, it was soaked. With Roo and Ashleyis, hel
she managed to work it in beneath the branchiegkat around Gage's chest. Gage moaned, his
eyelids struggling open. Most of his right arm badaped serious injury, so Miranda reached down and
gently squeezed his fingers. They were slick wibdh

"Look at his eyes." Crouched there with the otl#&shley began rocking slowly back and forth. "He's
hurting so much.. . . | cant stand it."

Miranda knew exactly what Ashley meant. Gage'dtma/n eyes, always so soft, so expressive, were
now dull with pain, hazy and unfocused. As a musinlehed in his jaw, the girls crowded even closer
determined to protect him however they could.

"I think he's coming to,” Roo mumbled. Strokingdfieek, she leaned in close to listen.

"Cold," Gage whispered.

Up till now, Miranda hadn't really noticed the bBlutinge to his lips. Alarm bells immediately saeohah her
brain, but before she could get up, Parker's haime clown on her shoulder.

"Here," he said, "give him this."

With Roo and Ashley looking on in surprise, Miraredaepted the small flask Parker slid from his
pocket. She nodded him a grateful smile.

"What happened?" Gage whispered again. "Ros Raa okay?"

"He doesn't see me," Roo choked, while Ashley anaida forced a few sips of whiskey down

Gage's throat. Roo took a deep breath, triedlectherself. "Hey, 'm fine," she told Gage. "And

you'e fing, too. And everybody's here, and ammiit, Gage, why'd you come with me? | told you not
to. | told you | wanted to be by myself. Why dgoiti ever listen to anything | say?"

"So. .. cold," he murmured. "Cant. . . feelegs."

"Gage, no. Oh, God."

Miranda glanced over her shoulder. Etienne had avadek from the truck, bringing tools with him. The
boys were standing about twenty feet away, loakegim conversation. Etienne was pointing to tee la
cumbersome branch that trapped Gage. Parker wdmgpoohaking air measurements with his hands.
This can't be good. As new prickles of fear cregtliranda’s spine, she refocused on Gage. "Hesaytig
he's cold," Ashley said.

For the first time Miranda stared at Ashley’s ielrdband. The girl had pulled it from her hainaad
running it tenderly over Gage's face, trying tawleff dirt and blood. How long had Ashley beemdoi
that, Miranda wondered—how long had they all begmere? She didn't even recall seeing that
headband before—but seeing it now, with Gage'sltdéaver it, was almost too much for her. She
closed her eyes, swallowed hard, tried to condergrawhat Ashley was saying.

"I don't think it's just his legs he cant feei fiot sure he can feel anything.”

Miranda opened her eyes. All this time she'd beteliriy Gage's hand, squeezing his fingers, gettng
response. "It's temporary," she answered, detedirtorige hopeful. "He's fading in and out right now,
and that's good. If he could feel everything—evegne he's hurt—I'm not sure he could take it."
"Miranda"—Ashley's eyes were wide with fear—"wirat\@e going to do?"

Miranda could only shrug in frustration. As Ashf@gssed the headband to Gage's forehead, and Roo
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continued to stroke Gage's cheek, Etienne andriReakesd over.

"This should do it," Etienne announced. "Now yiatd to hold him down. Tight, you understand?
'Cause when we cut this last branch, and it sindtend, he's probably gonna feel it. And it'l tiket

hel"

Roo's stare went slowly from Etienne to Parkers'geing to die, isnt he."

"And leave you?" Parker snorted. "Not a chance.”

And then everything happened so fast. Surrealaltteam— age-old instincts of love and survival,
guiding them, giving them strength. The girls tgyia restrain Gage—Parker and Etienne shouting—the
crushing branch turning and scraping and tiltingpsnded there for mere seconds—just long enough fo
Gage to be dragged out from under it.

Miranda was distinctly aware of two things. Gage

screaming in agony.

And the world turning red with his blood.

"Gothim!"

As the tree came down again, it hit with an edntiddering crash. But Gage was clear of it, and—at
least for now—he was still alive.

"Come on—take him to the shelter!”

"The picnic shelter? Are you sure it's safe?"

"It's concrete, and it's raised. What, you gotlatier ideas?"

Sharp tableaux swept through Miranda's head, itmgitnemselves on her brain—bright, piercing
snapshots she knew she'd never forget.

The raging storm and the raging emotions. Gagedviasted in anguish, his broken body, shards of
white bone, torn muscles, raw flesh. Gage tryingegd to be brave, trying so hard not to feeltmot
cry, even as tears streamed helplessly down heksh&nd the blessed relief of unconsciousness that
followed; the limp, easy weight of him in their a;rtheir rushing him to the picnic shelter, layfinm

down, standing guard—close and watchful and prageetaround him.

"Anybody here ever set a broken bone?" As thethgarded him with blank expressions, Etienne
pointed to Gage's leg. "Great. Anybody here waglparhe?"

And once again it was as if somehow, instinctiviblgy all knew what to do. Parker and Etiennertgari
off their shirts to stanch the bleeding. Every gac&very extra bit of clothing commandeered for
makeshift blankets and bandages. Caring for Gagregdor Gage, praying for Gage. When all had
been done that could be done, only then did everfyaally give in to exhaustion, resolved to wait 0
the storm.

"Listen," Etienne said. For the last half hour be'dn leaning up against the wall, arms foldedsadris
bare chest, narrowed eyes gauging the flooded vavodad them. "I'm gonna try to make it home."
"Now?" Parker gaped at him as though he'd losting. "Inthis?"

"Etienne, that's crazy!" Curled along Gage's sigkley raised up in alarm. "There's no way youctoul

get home. Don't even think about it."

Etienne's sigh was tolerant. "Look, it's not thiet+"

"I know how far it is,”" Parker broke in. "But goibg truck is one thing. And going by boat is anothe
thing. But trying to swim—"

"It's not that bad yet. | can still make it througHeave now. And it won't be this deep, theselol get

to the road.”

"Roo, say something.” Half turning, Ashley appetdduer sister. "He'll listen to you. Tell him togo.”

Roo calmly considered. She'd been sitting crogetegeside Ashley, with Gage's head cradled ilaber
Her glance flicked from Etienne to Gage, but whenddn't answer, Parker resumed the argument.
"Have you noticed it's very dark out there? Doesvibrd night mean anything to you?"

"Nobody knows we're here." Etienne's reply wasamattfact. "It's not like they're gonna be sending
search parties for us anytime soon."
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"At least wait till the rain lets up a little."

"This rain, it could go on for hours." Etienne'suthcsettled into a hard line. "And if the waterpee

rising ...l mean...Gage needs help."

Throughout the exchange, Miranda kept her thowglhisrself. She didn't want to admit how terrified
she was, watching Gage with an increasing sertbead. His breathing was more ragged now, catching
tight in his chest, stabbing deep through his regséind even though he was covered with sweat, he'd
begun shivering uncontrollably.

At last she stood up. She walked solemnly oveatkd? and Etienne. "I think . . . someone needs to
Qo

As the three of them stared at one another, Etjpusteed away from the wall.

"No." Parker grabbed Etienne's arm. "Il go."

Surprise crept slowly over Etienne's face. Instialyt, Miranda glanced at Ashley, who seemed oddly
frozen.

"Parker—" Ashley began, but Etienne interrupted.

"I know the way better than you do," he said firmly

"Like I haven't been to your house a million timigSfinning, Parker shrugged and jerked his chin in
Gage's direction. "You got one too sick to go, tweotired to go, and her—he winked at
Miranda—"too damn cute to go. And besides, whe'sthlete around here anyway?"

"No, Parker. —"

"Look.” The grin faded from Parker's lips. He moekger to Etienne, putting his back to Roo and
Ashley so they couldn't hear. His voice was soft,iamd serious. "You and Gage, you're each other's
family. If something happened to you—" He broke gifinced away, then pulled his eyes back to
Etienne. "What would Gage do if something happémgdu? Hell, what would any of us do if
something happened to you?"

Their gazes held steady. Parker swallowed . .e galight nod.

"Let me do this, Etienne. | want to." Silence

fell between them.

A silence louder, wider, deeper than any storm.

It was Ashley who broke it. "Parker, what's hapmg®ii

Almost guiltily, Miranda jumped. She'd been so essged in the boys' conversation, she hadn't nétsieey
approaching. At once Parker and Etienne turnedrtbshley, their expressions somber.

"Parker?" Ashley asked again. But then, as sheddtamg and hard at the boys, a slow dawn of
awareness crept over her. "No, Parker. Pleaseébdasitipid.” Miranda

waited for Roo's usual insults. Roo kept silent.

"Hey, I'm up for this.” Grin firmly back in plad@arker struck a heroic pose. "Parker
Wilmington—explorer, adventurer, and super-swimtmer!

"Parker, you can't go out there—"

"Battling the elements! Wrestling man-eating aifigsl Laughing in the face of danger!"

"Parker, 'm serious!" Ashley was close to tedtts 6o far to Etienne's house!"

"Hey, | need the exercise. And the fresh air. A)edgood news is: | won't even have to worry about
dehydration."

But the tears came now, rolling down Ashley's cheekile Etienne tactfully moved away and Miranda
joined him.

"Please.” Slipping her arms around Parker's wahtey leaned into him, peered up at him. "It's too
horrible out there. I'm scared.”

Parker raised his arms, flexed his muscles. "Feafs foreign to me!”

"Don't joke about this! I'm really scared sometttiag will happen. | just feel it."

"Ash, nothing bad is going to happen. Il be cdyekay? Il be safe.”

Miranda suddenly realized she'd been eavesdroiiiedradn't meant to intrude on their private
conversation, yet she'd been watching their fasgfi@aring every word. An eerie chill had setttetia
base of her spine. She felt anxious and restlelsafead.
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She glanced at Roo. Roo hadn't said anything matang time, just sitting there holding Gage, her
head bent over his face. Miranda's heart reachie¢d Boo, but her own uneasiness persisted.
Something dangerous, something tragic . . . Sanggtmniliar . . .

Reluctantly she turned her attention to AshleyReantter. Though Ashley's features were pale and
drawn, she seemed composed now, even quietly eesiBarker was squeezing her in a tight hug.
"You better hurry, Parker Wilmington." Ashley'sa@ivas muffled against his chest. "Promise youl

come back to me."

Parker rolled his eyes. "Yeah, yeah, sure. | p@knis

“Tonight"

"Tonight," Parker echoed dutifully.

"Cross your heart."

"Oh, for Christ's sake, Ashley, | said I'd be bdeak)'t I? Don't | always come back? Even when you
dontwant meto?"

Miranda’'s breath caught in her throat. Fear sqdeéezer chest. It cant

be...itsimpossible. ..

For she knew now why she'd listened so inteni\stdey and Parker, why their conversation had
seemed so familiar . .. Oh, God, no . . .

"Parker," she whispered.

Starting forward, she saw Ashley and Etienne stgratithe edge of the shelter. Ashley was shivering
and Etienne's arm was around her shoulders. Mitdaddo call out, to shout a warning, to stop
Parker from going, but he'd already dashed intcaiheshe could already see the beam of hisifigihl
growing smaller and dimmer, swallowed by the storm.

Yet his words were still here. They lingered irs thérk, frightening, abandoned place—the words he'd
spoken to Ashley, and the words Ashley had spakbimt.

Prophetic words and fatal words. Words that toMinda’s heart and echoed over and over aghar in
mind.

The words Nathan and Ellena had spoken . . . Right

before the end.

K7

"WHERE IS HE, MIRANDA?" ASHLEY WHISPERED. "What's taking him so long?"

Hours had passed since Parker vanished into tihe $ours of waiting and worrying and watching
hopefully for his return. And though Miranda hagtkep a steady show of confidence for Ashley's,sake
secretly she was scared to death.

Nathan promised Ellena he'd come back to hénd .

Ellena never saw him again.

Miranda noticed Ashley's grave expression. Sherrdsared Ashley's fears that something bad would
happen . . . and Parker's attempts to reassuiglleaa never saw him again.

"Something must have happened.” Glancing from &béiranda, Ashley ran her hand lightly over
Gage's cheek. "l just have this horrible feeling—"

"Listen to me, cher," Etienne broke in. "He's fitijust gonna take him some time, that's atihill

come rescue us. You'l see.”

Miranda could tell how much Ashley wanted to balieim. But as the girl's face began to crumple,
Etienne stretched out his arms. "Aw, now, don't€ome here to me."

Ashley got up and started toward him, just as B&estarted toward her. He drew her gently against
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him. And then, while she sobbed quietly, he hetdrha strong, solid embrace.

"You're tired, cher," Etienne mumbled. "We'reiiatt we're all a little scared. It's okay to dgyst get

it all out. We're all gonna be fine. You'll seeyou'll see . . ."

Miranda also wanted to believe that, though thels/of Nathan and Ellena continued to haunt her. She
couldn't even share her fears with Etienne, nohwieehad so much to deal with already.

She couldn't help marveling at him. His calm inrthest of chaos. His detachment holding them tegeth
The way he rested his chin on top of Ashley's Heatting her back, swaying her ever so gently . . .
murmuring comfort and hope. Even though he lookethbre strained and exhausted than the rest of
them. Even though Gage still lay battered and .smows, and there was nothing more any of them
could do. And even though the storm blew savagelyral them, and the black water was creeping over
the foundation of the shelter, and inching sloayard Etienne's feet.

"But Parker should be back by now," Roo suddeniynmed to Miranda. "Maybe something really did
Miranda threw her an anxious glance. Nodding, R@alfa worried gaze on Ashley.

Time crawled endlessly. Minutes stretched to haund those hours grew more fearful. The girls kept
their vigil around Gage. Etienne continued to staisckeen eyes watchful for some sign of Parker's
return. Miranda could only pray that Gage wouldnise from unconsciousness.

As the night drew on, Parker's absence becametalmuearable. Etienne had started pacing. Roo had
scooted closer to her sister, occasionally ledmengpead on Ashley's shoulder. Watching Ashleg star

so sadly out into the night, Miranda could onlygma what the girl must be thinking. Once again she
tried to make positive conversation.

"It's so brave, what Parker's doing." Miranda effieshley an encouraging smile.

But Ashley's own smile seemed emotionless. "Heldlhawe been there by now. We all know it.

People should be rescuing us."

"Theyll come, Ash," Roo mumbled.

"He must not have gotten there."

"He did. I'm sure he did."

Ashley took a deep breath. She touched her heatsBBao's, then gazed at Miranda.

“I'm not as nice to Parker as | should be."

"How can you even say that?" Miranda was stalfRadker's crazy about you."

"But Im mean to him sometimes.”

Again Miranda expected Roo to chime in with healisarcasm. But again, Roo was uncharacteristically
quiet.

"l am," Ashley admitted, almost shamefully. "I arean to him."

"You're true to him," Miranda corrected. "And tiutiio him. | can't think of a better way to love

someone."

Just like Nathan and Ellena. Oh please, God, l&ePhe okay.

Ashley seemed to find solace in Miranda’'s wordsadrmg her head, she spoke softly to Roo.

"I don't care about Parker more than | care abmut 'y

"I know," Roo said, without looking up. "I just dowant you riding in Parker's car when he's been
drinking." " know."

"Hey!" Etienne called sharply. "Theyre here—tleayoming!"

Even then, Miranda could hardly believe it. Evemnitas she and Roo and Ashley jumped to their feet
and saw Etienne signal with the flashlight. Todmazement, other lights were signaling back to
them—flashing lights from police cars and ambulansginning lights from fire trucks—and there were
sirens, and shouts, men running, confusion andgsehao

"Parker!" Ashley cried.

He grabbed her into his arms and held her, buhmface in her hair. His sides were heaving, disev
was hoarse. He looked completely drained. "I tolakgd come back.”

"Yes—yes—you did. And don't you ever leave me dgain
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"How's Gage? Is he—"

"He's alive, but it's bad, Parker; it's much wdrgehasn't woken up, and he's hardly breathing &nd—

"It's okay, Ash, they'll take care of him now."

Releasing Ashley, Parker turned to Etienne. A [medsed between them... a nod...a thousand silent
words. As emergency teams swarmed around thengrRRadited Miranda and caught her in a hug.
"God, Parker." Miranda's voice broke. "Are we gtaske you."

"Likewise. And you don't have to call me God. SRarker's good enough. Where's Roo?"

"Back there with—"

"Gage. Yeah, | see her."

The relief was overwhelming. Miranda had beensifi¢e, so determined not to cry, so intent on
holding it together—at least till she could get leoifdow suddenly there were paramedics wrapping her
in blankets, examining her cuts and scrapes atskbrasking her questions, passing her hot ctiecola
and she felt so grateful and so relieved and quglagl to be alive . . . "Oh, Roo," she whispered.
Because all at once she had a straight, clearofi®&eo, and the view was heartbreaking. Roo, who
was being quickly and efficiently forced out of thay as rescuers honed in on Gage's critical@sjuri
Roo, who was standing there alone, looking lostsaaded and pathetically childlike . . . "Roo!™
Miranda called and started toward her.

But she realized then that the others had notimedAshley and Parker and Etienne, all of thermyimg in
Roo's direction, though it was Parker who reackeedirst.

"So what'd you do?" he teased gently. "Take batsidn't make it back?"

Despite her best attempt at annoyance, Roo'swaieshaking. "A girl can hope, can't she?"

"Hey, | came back to save you."

"Hey, you came back to spite me."

Parker ruffled her hair. Roo punched him in the AHsle the five of them watched Gage being carried
away on a stretcher, Parker slid his arm arountRboulders. And Roo didn't pull away.

Dangerously close to tears again, Miranda saggeddaminst the wall and tried to collect hersglgll
the commotion, she hadn't even noticed the wonmaringiover to Etienne, but it was quickly appatieat
the rest of the group knew her. They crowded ise;leveryone talking at once, while the woman
listened attentively, scrutinizing each bedragglgpkarance, feeling every forehead, stroking every
cheek.

"Miranda.”" Ashley motioned her over. "Come meetriee's mom."

She was small and delicate—almost frail in her@izeljacket, floppy wide-brimmed hat, and wading
boots that reached up to her knees. She had Eiease and Etienne's hair, and a knowing haleghak
was currently being leveled at her son. Catchisfgloe between her hands, she held Etienne's ghze w
her own. Her wide dark eyes caressed and scoldedHis eyes teased back and adored her.
"—want all y'all to get checked out, just in caigignne's mom was saying. "Your aunt Jules arid unc
Frank will meet us at the hospital. Gage . . badny . . ."

Etienne whispered something that seemed to redssuighe stepped back from him as Ashley touched
her arm.

"Miss Nell," Ashley said, pulling Miranda over. 'i$lis Miranda.”

Miranda felt the instant appraisal of those coatblkyes. When Nell Boucher took her hand, Miranda
sensed strength, survival, and a heart of immendadss. "It's nice to meet you, Mrs. Boucher," she
answered shyly.

"Nell," the woman corrected, a dimple showing aheaorner of her mouth. She cocked an eyebrow at
Etienne. "Okay, | guess you win the bet. She'sgistite as you said she was."

Blushing, Miranda was all too conscious of the istf@mused stares. As she had with the rest of them
Miss Nell put one hand to Miranda's cheek and tkanelose.

“I'm glad we're finally meeting,” she murmured.c&ase I've certainly heard a lot of wonderful thing

about you."

Miranda was at a loss for words, but Miss Nell tlisieem to mind. Instead, the woman calmly herded
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the five of them together, then led them out thinahg storm to safety.

3

"OKAY, Y'ALL," ASHLEY ANNOUNCED. "Thisis our dress rehearsal. Our last chance to ge
everything perfect before the big night tomorrowyAuestions? Ideas? Opinions?"

"Yeah, | have an idea."” Slumped on the front stéfiee Battlefield Inn, Parker choked down a
mouthful of cough syrup and tried not to speak alaowhisper. "Let's call it off. That would really
make it perfect. No more ghost tour.”

"Walk of the Spirits," Ashley corrected him, irteéd. "Walk of the Spirits. And we're not callingft

After all this time? All this work?"

"All this suffering?" Roo added. She was perchezistep below Parker, and was digging through her
pockets for a cigarette. Her face still bore sora@nbruises from the storm, and a wide gash zggghg
across her forehead, not quite healed. She'd ga&ahpains to highlight this zigzag with dark, red
lipstick.

"You like suffering," Parker reminded her. "Andgcese me, but you're not the one with pneumonia.”
"You don't have pneumonia. You're just jealousimseg&age was in worse shape than you, and he got
more attention.”

"Well, it's almost pneumonia. It's turning into pmenia.” Tensing, Parker let out a gigantic sneeze.

"Shit, | hate this. | feel like my brain’s ten tisrs normal size.”

Roo gave him a bland stare. "You know, when pdopiea leg or an arm, they think they still feel it
even though it's not really there."

"Will you two behave?" Ashley scolded. "And, Parkdnere's that newspaper article your mom was
going to give us?"

"Somewhere." Parker thought a moment, then shruitigedy car, | think."

"Well, will you please go get it? The sooner we dflae sooner we can all go home."

"She's right." Though unable to hold back a laMtifanda came loyally to Ashley's rescue. "Letk jus

walk it through, and read the script, and makeseahee covered all the basic information. Ashlelyatv
about your costume?"

"I've got the final fitting after | leave here."Asy’'s eyes shone with excitement. "Can you bdliérge
Wilmington went to all that trouble to make it foe?"

"She didn't." Parker scowled. "She got her dressmakdesigner, or whoever the hell she callstaim,
make it for you."

"Parker, that doesn't matter—it was still realerof your mother to do that.”

"You're a southern belle—how could she resist'that?

Ashley shot Miranda a grateful smile. "That wasaifila's idea.”

"It made sense," Miranda explained. "A costumetetsnood. It's all about southern history and
heritage, so our tour guide should be a southeste$s—hoopskirt and all.”

"And I'm the only one who gets to dress up! Araltiovait to wear it! It's like cotton candy!™

Roo arched an eyebrow. "Sticky?"

"No! All pink and fluffy and . . . sweet. | lovediway | feel in it."

"l agree," Parker said hoarsely. "l love the way fgl in it, too. And | love the way you feel afit
even better."

Roo stared at him. "Wow. You should write greetiagls."

But before he could manage a comeback, Ashley stobeér tiptoes and started waving frantically
toward the curb.

"There's Gage and Etienne! Hey, yall! We weraré gou were coming tonight! Gage, you are just
looking better and better!"

Miranda watched the two guys climb from Etiennmeislktand start up the sidewalk. Nearly three weeks
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had passed since that awful night of the stormtremajh Gage wasn't fully recovered yet—his Igft le
was still in a cast—he could hobble unsteadilyrotches. And, Miranda noted, despite his lingering
cuts, scrapes, and bruises, his eyes and hiswsanigust as irresistible as before.

"So we haven't missed anything?" Etienne greesed. theaving Gage at the bottom of the steps, he
couldn't resist sprinting up and tapping Roo orfdrehead. "Hey, love the scar. Very Bride of
Frankenstein."

Roo looked pleased. Ashley was still focused ilytemt Gage.

"You're still kind of pale though," she worriedzigg at his face, running her finger along onasof h
cheekbones. "And your face is still pretty thin."

Gage glanced sideways, trying to avoid the atterition fine. My leg looks worse than it feels."

"No, it doesnt," Etienne teased him. "You'reljastg brave."

"No, I'm not. It really doesnt feel that bad."

"Well, at least you can feel something now," Paierarked offhandedly. "The night you got hurt, you
couldnt feel much of anything.”

"l couldn't?"

"You mean, the girls didn't tell you?" Feigning cerm, Parker shook his head. "Well, they had.to . .

you know . . . test a lot of places on you. Jusewif you could still feel.” The

flush had already started up Gage's cheeks.

"That's true," Roo agreed. "Of course . . . someeglwere a lot more fun to test than others.” "A

whole lot more fun to test than others," Ashleisiesg.

Gage's embarrassment reached full blush. Hidingle, #Ashley pressed her palm to his forehead.
"But you're sure you feel fine now? Because ydkdoitle hot.” "He is

hot," Roo answered. "Oh. Oh, you meant his temyperat

"Stop," poor Gage mumbled. "I'm fine."

Etienne motioned to Ashley, his expression peyfsetiious. "Come on. Y'all know how Gage is—he's
suffering in silence 'cause he doesn't want towaga in front of you women." "Cut it

out," Gage said.

"No, really. We all know you're just being modest."

"Shutup.”

Roo fixed Gage with an owlish stare. "You cried mipeu broke your leg.”

"l did not."

"Yes, you did. You cried. You're a crybaby."

The best Parker could offer was a sympathetic st$ogry, little soldier. You cried.”

Gage looked longingly at the truck. Taking pityham at last, the others stopped teasing and ttineed
attention back to their project.

In the days since the storm, they'd held many sisoas about Nathan and Ellena Rose. Miranda had
finally been able to offer them the insights skibared with Etienne that day—about the boardinghous
and the secret meetings, Nathan's and Ellena'sas@ies and their passionate love, their promise
made with the watch and chain, and finally—mostartgnt—the tragic truth of the betrayal. Everyone
except Parker had been captivated by her storyy&we except Parker had insisted Hayes House be
added to their tour. All of them had speculated aghere Jonas might have put the watch, but nbone o
their guesses had panned out. And though the videertsaof Nathan's watch remained a mystery,
Miranda was still determined to find it and reuititgith the braid of Ellena’s hair.

Now, preparing to rehearse their ghostly tour, Mieawas still thinking about her grandpa and the
long-ago tragedy he'd passed on to her. She'd kmpegte all the questions answered by now e. . th
puzzle pieces together . . . the spirits at peamelose . . . but not there yet . . .

"I wish we could put Nathan and Ellena and Tramisar walk." Ashley sighed. "It just doesn't seem
complete without them."

"They're on our walk." Taking Ashley's notebookpRRalmly pointed to the neatly lettered, neatly
organized tour script. "See? Right here. Magndiite6y. Opera house fire."

"That's not what | meant. Each of them reallylyéaled somebody very much. That's what | want
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people to remember." Ashley put a hand over het. Héhae loves that never die."

"The loves that made people die." Parker downetthanswig of cough medicine, capped the bottle,
then slid it into the back pocket of his jeansrig@sh, but that's not the way of the world.dtatell

their real stories, people will only rememberfall dumb mistakes they made. Like . . . oh, you know

torture and murder and arson and treason and—"

"Ah, yes," Roo acknowledged coolly. "Parker Wilntorg the last of the true romantics."

Retrieving her notebook, Ashley hugged it to hesstiHer sigh was more wistful this time. "I know
you're right. | mean, we can't ever give away ttegil secrets. Not on the Walk of the Spiritsnat to
anybody . . . not ever. | mean, Nathan and Elledalgavis lived and sacrificed and died, protecting
those secrets about themselves. If we told theietse it would be like betraying them all overiaga

"Or we could call the tabloids and paparazzi,” &adkeadpanned. "They pay big money for secrets and
betrayals."

"Parker Wilmington, if | told even half your sesrahd betrayals, I'd be a very rich woman!"

Even Parker looked amused as the group brokeamtous applause. Looking entirely pleased with
herself, Ashley curtsied, then motioned them albial the Brickway.

"I'm going to be so nervous tomorrow," Ashley ceséegl, linking her arm through Miranda’s. "What if
our whole class hates it?"

"Then I'll say | told you so," Parker replied. RG@&ge, and Etienne had moved several feet ahead to
argue something about the script. Hanging backePaied to swallow, but winced at the effort.
"Anybody got anything stronger than cough syrup?"

When no one responded, he pointed to his BMW paaked) the opposite curb. "You know what? As
sad as | know this will make you, ladies, 'm gdwogne and to bed. Alone."

"Parker—"

"Oh, yeah, right—I've got that stupid article in oay. Go on ahead. I'l give it to Miranda.”

"Parker, do you really feel that terrible?"

"Christ, Ashley, my throat's like raw hamburgeth terrible enough for you believe me?"

The suspicion on Ashley's face turned to guilt, ivdnda felt just as bad. They both knew Parkdr ha
gotten sick trying to save them. Maybe he wasfitigeso much after all.

As Ashley caught up to the others, Miranda followedker across the street.

Dusk had fallen, and shadows lay deep. While Pariabbed an envelope from the glove box, Miranda
watched Ashley and the others talking beneath pdast on the corner . . . heard their muffled léergh
and conversation.

"Miranda?" Parker said suddenly.

Startled, Miranda saw him turn around. In the dfifnt] something in his face caught her attention.
Something like bewilderment . . . or even fear . .

"Parker, what is it?"

He handed her the envelope. After a brief hegitatie leaned slowly against the side of his car.
"Miranda, | just wanted . . . needed to tell you."

"Telmewhat"

"Damn. Thisis.. . . really hard."

A spark of worry flared inside her. "Parker, teff.WWhat's wrong?"

"Something happened that night, Miranda." Anothertpause before he spoke again. "In the storm.”
"What do you mean?"

"When | left yall there at the shelter, and bHitie get to Etienne's house."”

"But you did get there. You brought back help, ymdsaved us."

"l didn't." His voice dropped to a whisper. "l didn

"Parker—"

"I mean, | did. But not like everybody thinks."

She realized she was shaking. She realized Paskeshaking, too, and there was something unnerving
about his stare.

"I got lost," he mumbled. "I got so lost, | didméve a clue where | was or what direction | wasléga
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And it was shit-awful scary out there."

As though the memory were too much for him, he satte curb and squatted back on his heels.
"The flashlight was like nothing. Nothing. And sedy | just stepped off—tripped—I don't know, the
ground just disappeared, and | went down. Anduighty This is it: 'm drowning; I'm going to die."

She gazed at him sympathetically, but he avoideeyles. His words were tight with emotion. "Andthe
... something happened. | . . ."

"Parker?'

"I swear to God, Miranda, there was this lightd #flashlight, only . . . only not a flashlightoh like a
lantern, I guess . . . and this . . . I don't knowsomething just sort of floated out of the réoated

right out of the storm toward me. | could feelnttbe back of my neck, and on my shoulders—and it
grabbed me under my arms and pulled me out.”

Parker's hands clenched into fists. He pressedthastragainst his temples. "I heard this voics...th
voice sort of talking, sort of singing. And it soled . . . like a woman's voice."

"Was the voice familiar? Did you recognize her?"

"No." Adamantly, Parker shook his head. "But slleaccane Nathan."

A

MIRANDA WENT ICE COLD. As she and Parker locked eyes, time seemed tarbaltd them.
"And then..." Parker drew a ragged breath. "l wtaly free. And the lantern sort afwoved.like
somebody was swinging it, you know? Waving it ie direction?"

"What happened next?"

"Hell, I ran, swam—both. | was so damn scaredsarghmn glad to be alive.”

He'd turned his head away. His voice was hollow,@ma she had to strain to hear.

"And then it was like | kicked into autopilot omaething—I didn't even think about where | was going
just went straight to Etienne's house. It waslikbeen dreaming, and then | woke up, and | v&s ju
there. And | found his mom, and she got help—"

Parker's words choked off. For an endless moméhenke nor Miranda spoke.

Then, at last, he looked at her again. Gave aishespile, gave a strained, self-conscious laug. "
what, am | crazy?"

"No." Reaching out, Miranda firmly took his handgd; Parker, you're not. Not at all.”

Another laugh, more hoarse this time. He trieddardis throat. His nose was running, and his eyes
shone with embarrassed tears; he wiped one sleguly across his cheeks. On a sudden impulse,
Miranda threw her arms around him.

"What's that for?" Parker asked, both flusteredsangtised.

"Just..." Miranda pulled back again. She gazedasli into his eyes. "Parker . . . you saw it. ¥aw
itwas real.”"

He wanted to forget about it, she could tell. ld@dned himself and shown her his fears, and now he
wanted to forget it ever happened. But you worgely Parker. You'll never forget. I've been thigkeow.
"You believe me," she whispered.

"Okay, fine, | believe you."

His stare, always so bold, faltered a little. Hedihis head back and made a frustrated sounsl in h
throat.

"We're not going to be like best girlfriends nore @we?" he accused her. "l mean, you're not going t
be squealing at me every time somebody says tlteghiost, are you?"

"Of course not."

"Because . . . | swear to God, Miranda, if you éséeanybody—"

Miranda hugged him tighter. "l won't tell a soul.”
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"A soul? Is that supposed to be funny?"

"l won't tell anyone. I'm just hugging you becaysére you."

"Yeah, | get that a lot. Girls want to love me, gaogls want to be me.”

Another coughing spasm racked through him. Catdhgigreath, he shifted away from her, reached
wearily for his back pocket, and pulled out theéleatf medicine. Miranda saw him fumble it between
his fingers—she heard the sharp clink as it fallstruck the curb.

"Oh shit," Parker muttered. "There goes my fix."

But the bottle hadn't broken. Instead it beganltslowly into the street, turning over and overover and
over—a rhythmic, monotonous sound. That sound . . .

And Miranda realized she knew that sound—or somgtrery like it—it was familiar, she'd heard it
before . . . but when? Where?

"Parker?'

"Yeah?" He'd gotten up now, gone after his botttmogh syrup. With one smooth motion he scoopegl, it
unscrewed the top, and took a satisfied gulp.

"Parker, I..." Something . . . | know it's there | want to remember . . ."l want you to tehe

Parker froze, the bottle at his lips, poised fatlagr swallow. He shot her a sidelong glance.

"This is so sudden, Miranda. | mean, we hardly keash other, and | do have a girlfriend. And tigre
of course, the issue of my extremely high moraldsieds. But . . . okay. What the hell. I'l takeiyo
home with me."

"Not your home. My home. Hayes House."

"What? Hayes House? Oh! Sure! Hayes House! Didhyola | meant—that | wanted to—hey, | was
Just kidding!"

The irreverence was there again, the cocky grik inbgaace. As Miranda climbed into the passenger
seat, Parker slid behind the wheel, then gunneehitiee to breakneck speed. In less than five ssnut
they were squealing into the driveway of Hayes ldoBsit even when Parker reached across and
shoved open her door, Miranda made no move taugjet o

"Let me guess." Parker watched her expectantlyu ‘féally do want to go home with me. You were

just playing hard to get."

Slowly Miranda shook her head. She gazed dowratrittrelope in her lap. "l forgot to give this to
Ashley."

"Forget it. Why the big rush to get here?"

The sound . . . the rolling sound . . . it's claset's important. "I'm not sure, Parker. Tigere.
something—"

"No. Don't tell me. Whatever it is, | don't wanste it, hear it, or go through it ever again.”

Getting out of the car, Miranda walked a few shagsre turning back to face him. "But aren't yoerev
curious about what happened to you out in the 8t@¥am't you even want to explore all the—"

"Stop right there. There's lots of things | warétplore, and things | most definitely will exploBat

ghosts aren't one of them. See you later."

She watched him back down the driveway. Within sdspthe BMW had faded from sight, yet the
sound—that sound!'— stayed with her. Parker's baftteugh syrup rolling out into the street hatt
rhythmic, monotonous sound . . .

Why did it seem so familiar? Nagging her and brigdpack memories—except | don't know what the
memories are! They're right here, close enoughuttht and deep inside, but | can't reach them!
Frustrated, she went into the house. Mom and Aeetalhad gone out to eat; she was glad to have the
whole place to herself. Within seconds she foursklieipstairs in her grandpa’s room, surroundesib by
many things, so many connections to so many worlddelp me, Grandpa. Nathan . . . Ellena Rose .
help me.

The room was silent, yet full of echoes. Ghostlyspérs from forgotten voices . . . desperate [ifeas
her grandfather . . . comforting words from Etienne
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"Help me, Etienne," she murmured.

"Whatever it was that Jonas found, he'd have kelpse to him," Etienne had insisted.

Especially if it was your last treasure, your agtst, your last responsibility—right, Grandpa?

She walked to the nightstand. Not much had beerdiovhis room since the death of Jonas Hayes.
As her eyes did a sweep of her surroundings, dsahels slid over the nightstand, her mind spun back
to that day she'd been in here—that day | first@mahdpa. He was asleep; | was curious, looking
through all his stuff. | touched something, sonmel kif container, and Grandpa looked at me, and
something fell on the floor . . . Atin. | remembexv.

It rolled under the dresser, and Grandpa spokef@nd when Etienne came, | forgot about the tin,
and | never picked it up again . . .

Her heart raced out of control. She reached uhdaritique dresser, groped along the hardwood floor
Her fingers closed around a small, round canistetled when she touched it.

Rocking back on her heels, she pried the rouritblid the tin. Her hands were trembling so violently
she could barely lift the old pocket watch fronwtspping of yellowed cloth. Oh my God . . .

It was as though she held something alive. Songethat swelled through her heart and coursed throug
her veins and burst into a thousand different emstiTears flowed down her cheeks, and she toached
fingertip carefully to the tiny spring latch.

The top clicked open. The rusted hinge gave way.

Through shimmering tears, she saw the tiny scrppér that fell out into her palm. Very slowlyesh
began to unfold it, piece by painstaking piecdpallaware of the delicate memories she was holding
Even after all this time . . .

The delicate memories, and fragile lives, and Egabrittle promises, all of them crumbling intedu
between her fingertips.

Yet the message itself remained.

Six simple words, binding two hearts forever:

Nathan, | love you, Your

Ellena.

35

"WHAT IF NOBODY COMES?" Ashley wrung her hands.

"Theyll show up,” Roo assured her.

"If nobody shows up, itll be my absolute worshingare."

Blowing his nose into a tissue, Parker looked ub laleary eyes. "And if you don't stop talking alagu
itll be my absolute worst nightmare."

"Parker Wilmington, how can you say that? For tilieonth time, this counts for half our grade. Ane
can't very well have a Walk of the Spirits if t'erebody to walk with."

Miranda opted for practicality. "Well, we know MiBsipree and our class will be here. And | know my
mom and Aunt Teeta are coming."

"My folks, too," Gage added. "And some of the oltigs at school—they said they were interested.”
"Yeah. In laughing at us." Flopping into a chaarker slid low on his spine. His voice was evendera
than yesterday, and he winced each time he triatktdShit, I'l be glad when this is over."

Etienne struggled to keep a straight face. "Howetbiou scared you might see a real ghost?"
Miranda caught the fierce, accusing glare Parlartsdr. But when Parker read the honest
bewilderment on her face, he forced a painful latiRight. Good one, Boucher. Real ghosts. Very
funny"
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The six of them were in the lobby of the Battlefigin. While the others scanned last-minute notds a
details of the tour script, Ashley was practicalisaring out a path in the carpet.

"I'm just so nervous!" Taking the old-fashioneddam Miranda handed her, she held it high above her
head. "Oh, Miranda, carrying this was another wdnteea of yours! And just look at my dress! Do |
look okay?"

Roo gave her sister a bland appraisal. The soutketfengown was an airy, pastel confection of saiith
lace and taffeta. "You look . . . pink. Pink andpink. And—"

"Beautiful,” Gage broke in. "You look beautiful s

"So sit yourself down," Etienne ordered. "Befdnelt! you down."

Sticking her tongue out at him, Ashley kept righipacing, oblivious to her wide hoopskirt sweeping
everything in its path—including Gage. Catchinggethjust in time, Gage backed out of her way and
tried to realign his crutches. As Roo slyly tappmdeft crutch with the toe of her combat bootshet
her a warning glance.

"Dont make me teach you a lesson." He sighed.

"As if you could. In the shape you're in."

"Well, in case you've forgotten—you're the reasoiml this shape.”

Roo lounged slowly back in her seat. She fixed Gatljea long, unwavering stare. "l told Miranda you
and | had sex."

The room went silent.

Everyone froze. And turned. And looked at Gage.

"l—you—what—" A slow, hot blush crept over Gagéiseks. His eyes widened in disbelief.
"Roo—+—you—"

"Gross!" Parker shuddered. "Way too much informéitio

"Valuable information, cher." Etienne winked at R@girls at school, they'll pay a whole lotta motey

find out if Gage has any other dimples.”

While Ashley collapsed in giggles, Miranda tried best not to laugh. Groaning softly, Gage ducked h
head.

"Oh, look!" Ashley let out a sudden squeal. "Lodh)! | see some people outside! | think they're

coming over!"

It was true. After weeks and weeks of painstakindysand planning and rehearsing, opening night was
finally here. St. Yvette's first Walk of the Sarit

"They are coming!" Ashley exclaimed. "See, Roog\ they'd show up."

Dusk was settling over the Brickway. The air wagwavith a balmy breeze and the skies downy gray.
No threat of rain, just a pale sprinkling of st&gen the Historic District seemed different toihigh
Miranda couldn't help thinking. Soft with shadowshushed with secrets . . . sweetly sentimerittal
memories.

And tonight we'll remember Nathan and Ellena. Tranig

theyll be together again.

She hadn't told the others about finding the watckhe hadn't even told Etienne. She

wanted to surprise them.

And she wanted the moment to be just right.

"There's Miss Dupree!" As Parker joined Ashleyatwindow, the girl bounced eagerly on her tiptoes,
using his arm for leverage. "Oh my God—it looks liur whole class is really here."

Parker scowled. "She probably bribed them. Sheptplold them she'd give them A's on all their
projects if they came and walked through ours."

"And there's the principal—and assistant princigaky-there's lots of teachers here, too!"

Mildly curious, Roo squeezed in between AshleyrRaudter. "Hey, Boucher, there's your mama. And
Miss Jules and Mr. Frank. Oh, and Miranda, thgoeis mom and your aunt Teeta . . . and our folks."
Though no one said it, the absence of the Wilmiggteas painfully obvious. Parker shrugged and durne
back from the window. Disappointment settled orother five faces around him.

"Well," Parker managed a croak. "Better light upryantern, Miss Ashley. It's showtime."
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Ashley stared. Her eyes went saucer-wide, andgicbed her stomach. "l don't think | can go out
there, yall. There's too many people!"

As the others stared back at her, Etienne madarglstg motion with his hands. "Shall | do the
honors? Or does everybody want a turn?"

He and Parker promptly escorted Ashley out the. daw fell into step beside Miranda, with Gage
bringing up the rear.

"Just watch her." Roo's tone held mild but sireénairation. "She's a pro."

Roo was right. As Ashley swept onto the stepsudibk sigh went through the crowd. Ashley dipped
and swayed, both sweet and seductive, her voieatidoney-warm.

"Why, welcome, yall. Welcome to our Walk of ther&p'

And so it went. Step by entertaining step alondstiekway, Ashley enticed and enthralled and wtterl
charmed the tour group. The history and herita&t.of vette came magically alive.

"Well," Etienne mumbled to Miranda as they tradleglatchful distance behind the crowd, "they're

looking scared at all the right times. And thegtghing at all the right jokes. That's a good,sigah?"

"It's better than good," Miranda agreed with hiltis freat. It's unbelievable."

"She threatened them," Parker muttered, jerkingtnistoward Miss Dupree. "l knew it! Damn! She
bribed them and she threatened them."

"No, | don' think so," Miranda said truthfully.think it's really the subject matter. It's alfascinating.

And Ashley, of course. She's also fascinating.”

"Look at her," Roo pointed out. "Didn't | tell yoS8®e's got every single one of them in the palneiof
Etienne couldnt resist. "You mean right wheresgiat'Parker?"

"Well," Roo shot Parker a look. "Of course, somacests are much easier than others. Especially
with species of primitive brain.”

"Is she just talking about Parker?" Etienne ragseelyebrow at Gage. "Or you and me, too?"

The Walk of the Spirits moved on. Through the \iglm@ghtfall, by the eerie glow of lantern lightirae
haunting and heartbreaking tales. An evil judgehéstbrtured victims. A kindly doctor, a grave-oty
undertaker, and a mysterious, deadly epidemiceldmeal screams of a child plunging from a nursery
window. Curses, spells, and grisly sacrifices;ete@odoo rites. The silent processions and eerie
chantings of spectral monks. And finally . . . sarfully . . . a ghostly song, the ghostly sobayfi@
long-ago opera house.

"As yall know, this is Magnolia Gallery," Ashleyygained. "But what y'all probably don't know iattduring
the war, an opera house stood in this very spobp&na house with a sad and tragic history. lteated
the Rose—for the beautiful red-haired diva who $hege. Her name was Ellena Rose, and whenever
she performed, red roses lined the carriagewagfalted from every door and window.

Though many men pursued her, Ellena loved onlydetka stable boy. But their happiness was not
meant to be. One foggy southern morning—and unknouiena—Nathan was mortally wounded.
And when the opera house went up in flames thit, iiifjena perished in the fire, calling for her
sweetheart, who never came."

The tour group was mesmerized. There were gaspspid murmurs, and muffled tears.

"And sometimes . . ." Pausing dramatically, Ashégsed her lantern. "Sometimes you can hear the sof
sad singing from the opera house. Or see the loaenfa lantern in the fog. As Ellena Rose seache
eternally for her one true love."

Tenderly, Miranda’s thoughts reached out. We'th keeir secrets, Ellena. Your secrets and Nathan's
secrets. Forever.

"Excuse me! Wasn't there something about a watdi@ida asked loudly.

Startled, Ashley turned to look at her. Miranda #anconfusion on Ashley's face, her quick, anxious
glance at the script. No, Ashley, it's not writtethere—nothing about the watch or the chainnige
was studying Miranda with a shrewd gaze. Gage arle@Pexchanged bewildered glances. Roo
seemed to be assessing the reactions of evergania éhe crowd.

"Watch?" Ashley echoed, expression totally blaflu'mean . . . like . . . a pocket watch?"
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Eagerly, Miranda nodded. "And wasn't there sonmg#tiout a watch chain?"

She had everyone's attention now. All around leeplp's faces were tightening with curiosity. Aghle
made a helpless gesture to Gage, who was stilt isteMiranda. And then, very slowly, Gage began to
smile.

"Yes," Miranda said seriously. "I heard this legende. About Nathan and Ellena exchanging tokens of
their love. That Nathan gave her a watch—likedhis. And Ellena Rose gave him a chain—a braided
chain—like this."

Calmly she pulled both objects from the pocketsenfeans. The tour group seemed intrigued, but her
friends gasped out loud.

"Mirandal"

"Ohmy God—"

"Where the hel—""1 dont

believe it"

"You did it, cher. | knew you would."

"Just like Nathan and Ellena, the watch and cliaimaant to go together," Miranda went on, holding
both treasures up so the crowd could see. "Orahettdo the other. So they don't get lost.”

With her five friends gathered close, Miranda edigefgently, connected Nathan's watch to the ob&in
Ellena’s hair. Her fingers shook; her heart shedt$ears. And the onlookers, respectfully obagrvi

could only wonder at this fragile, timeless montieey/'d just been allowed to share. May you have
happiness, Nathan and Ellena . . . May you haversitathding . . . May you have peace.

Somehow, Miranda knew they would.

Wiping away tears, Ashley recovered herself andomed to the crowd. Once more she led them by
lantern light through the magical darkness andin@uiet past.

They were nearing Hayes House now. As the gronpduoff the Brickway and onto the side street,
Miranda purposefully lagged behind. Soft lightsagid from the Hayes House veranda and out across
the lawn, and it dawned on her that she was snaiiam. | thought I'd never be happy here.

She stopped to gaze up at the windows. And backrtbilve stone wall that bordered the long-ago
battlefield.

"Help us ... we're lost. . . we want to go homé

"Yes," she whispered. "Il help you. And Illést. And 1 won' turn you away." Because,

after all, there was time. All the time in the vdoill the time in both our worlds.

Miranda lifted her head into the sweet, southegezs . . . And

smelled roses.
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For Aunt Deanie and Uncle Jim—because your loympat, and laughter through the years have
inspired me more than you could ever know. | lawe y



