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Josh put his car in park and set the emergency brake. Not that it would roll anywhere, but it was a good habit to get into. His mom had drilled that into his head the moment she started giving him driving lessons last year.

"Did you see the sign?" Zach asked as they stepped out onto the deserted driveway of the abandoned farm.

"Yeah, who do you think changes it? There's nobody here."

"I don't know, dude. But 'Welcome, picture enthusiasts?' That's creepy. It's like they knew we were coming with our cell phone cameras."

Josh nodded. This place was weird. Just a few steps away from the main road and it looked as if they were in the middle of nowhere. You never would guess this was Citrus Valley, the heart of suburbia, population: too many. Heck, a few blocks down the street stood a huge shopping center with stores that catered to anything anyone could ever want. And all around, though not visible from here, were miles of houses filled with yuppie families who commuted to the major cities all around Orange County and Los Angeles.

"What do you make of it?" Zach asked.

"The sign? I don't know. Maybe there was a photography club here last weekend."

"No, the farm. Pretty creepy, huh? Maybe it really is haunted."

Josh nodded. Not at the haunted part--ghosts didn't exist--but at the creepy feelings. His neighbor, Mr. Willis, had lived in Citrus Valley for twenty years, and he said this place had been abandoned even before he moved here. How could it look so clean? There was no litter, no graffiti, nor any other sort of vandalism. This would seem to be a primo party spot, but he never heard about any. Not that he and Zach ever went to parties, but the guys on the football team would have mentioned something. Maybe there was a private security force that chased people away. Or maybe the ghost stories did the job.

Zach rounded the corner to the main field first. "Whoa, it's like another world back here."

Josh caught up and gasped. It seemed like it went on forever. How had the city or whoever owned it not sold off this land? It had to be worth a fortune.

Zach had the same thought. "They could turn this into a football stadium and have plenty of room for parking."

They stared out at the dusty pastures filled with overgrown weeds. Dead trees, which he guessed once bore fruit, lined the various fields, though thriving giants ran the perimeter, keeping the property more private than any man-made wall could. Out in the middle of everything stood a decrepit red barn. Josh didn't know why, but he wanted nothing to do with that.

Zach motioned to the buildings that looked like old farmhouses Josh had seen in history books. "Do you suppose it's the house that's haunted?"

"I don't know. The whole place feels weird."

"I'm not getting that. I did at first when we couldn't see anything, but now it just looks ancient and empty." Zach chuckled. "I'm disappointed."

Something flashed in the corner of Josh's vision. He turned, but found nothing. "Maybe we should leave."

"What are you talking about?" Zach pulled out his phone. "We came to take some pictures, so let's do it. Remember, the ghost book says that sometimes we can't see the ghosts, but cameras can." Zach had found a ghost hunting book in the school library last week. He read it cover to cover in a couple of days, much quicker than he normally read anything. That's why they were here now.

"Okay. Let's get this over with." Josh pulled out his own phone.

Two flickers of light flashed to Josh's left, but he again didn't see any reason for them. "You didn't see that?" he asked Zach. "Out of the corner of your eye?"

"And here I thought you didn't believe in ghosts," Zach said with a snicker.

"I don't," Josh said with more conviction than he felt. "But maybe there are people around who could make trouble for us."

"You're being paranoid, dude. We're all alone."

They wandered into the closest field, and Zach clicked off a few shots. Josh followed suit. They reviewed each picture, but didn't see anything out of the ordinary. Zach readied his phone for more, while Josh erased his pictures. The book suggested they view their digital photos on a bigger screen, but while Zach's phone could hold hundreds of pictures, Josh's only had enough memory for a couple dozen. So as much as they wanted to keep them all, they decided earlier that Josh should erase any that looked ordinary.

The two took turns snapping pictures, and scrutinized each together. Though they got nothing in their first batch, Josh felt the air grow heavy. He could swear there was energy flickering all around them. He asked Zach about it, and was answered with a laugh and something that sounded like "scared."

They continued deeper into the farm towards the barn. Josh continued seeing flecks of light that danced just out of view. He didn't mention these.

"Wait, dude, look at this." Zach stopped and showed Josh his phone. A blurry ball floated in the bottom left of the screen. "What is it?"

Josh frowned and looked closer. With the tiny screen, it was hard to make out any sort of detail. It looked like a small ball of light. "I don't know. Save that one so you can look at it on your computer later."

"Yeah. Make sure you're taking pictures, too, dude."

Josh nodded and snapped a couple. Both held exactly the same sort of thing as Zach's. They marveled at the screen, not sure what to make of it. If the camera was malfunctioning, why didn't any of the prior pictures have those anomalies? Neither noticed any bugs flying around, and though there was plenty of dirt on the ground, the air didn't feel gritty. Josh remembered visiting a working farm on a field trip when he was in sixth grade, and the thing that stuck out most was the dust that got everywhere. He could still taste the dirty air if he thought hard enough.

They continued towards the red barn in the middle of the fields, but Josh only went because of Zach. Given a choice, he'd have dashed back to his car. The atmosphere felt dense out here, both to breathe and move through. He even passed a few cold spots that reminded him of winter trips up to Big Bear Mountain. And as if those occurrences weren't strange enough, a low light kept flashing in the corner of his eye where he couldn't get a good look. The strange balls showed up in more and more pictures, though they were never there when the picture was snapped.

"Look at this one." Zach held his phone up for Josh to see. "Do you see it?"

A ghostly arm protruded out of a ball of light. That wasn't just some weird anomaly; that was really there. "This is getting spooky."

Zach nodded and smiled. "Yeah. And awesome. Dude, you can't say you don't believe in ghosts now."

Josh weighed the words for his reply, but before he had an answer, a shrill scream sounded from the barn. It had to be some sort of bird or animal, right? This wasn't happening.

They took more pictures, no longer checking the screen before taking the next. Zach charged ahead to the barn but pulled up short. He turned to Josh, his face pale.

"Did you see that? Someone's up there." He pointed to one of the second story windows.

Josh scanned the barn, and the air swirled around inside of it, like colored mist and lasers. "Do you see those lights?"

"Lights? No, looks pretty dark in there. I saw a farmer. Or at least a guy who looked like a farmer. He was only there for half a second."

Josh snapped a few more pictures until his phone couldn't hold any more. He didn't bother to check them. There'd be plenty of time to do so at home. Besides, with his phone's memory full, maybe he could persuade Zach to leave. This whole place was a creep factory. Before he could announce that he couldn't take any more pictures, ear-piercing screams erupted from the barn. No way those came from an animal.

The boys both jumped, spun, and raced towards the car. Josh could have sworn he saw a headless figure wander out the barn door. Now he wished he still had some memory left in his phone.

As they reached the car, Josh gasped for breath, and it sounded like Zach was having a fit. A quick glance over showed him laughing. "That was intense. You have to admit it. After we see the pictures, even you'll believe in ghosts."

"Something weird is happening out there, that's for sure." He couldn't bring himself say more than that. Now that they were away from the fields, he'd have to see hard evidence on his computer monitor. Maybe they'd shared a hallucination. After all, it seemed like they both saw weird things, but not the same weird things. It could be the stories freaking them out.

Zach rattled the car door handle. "Hurry up and unlock the car, dude. I want to get home and check these out. Something's there and I want to know what."
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Josh opened the front door and flung his backpack to the foot of the stairs. Mom would have bitched him out for that, but she'd be at work until eight. He needed to check out those photos, but since he was down here, he might as well see what was for dinner. He wasn't a great cook, but could heat up a mean meal in the microwave, if he did say so himself.

The pantry proved practically bare. There were some possibilities, but nothing exciting. Same with the fridge and freezer. Damn! Sometimes Mom left some money for grocery shopping, but not today. He thought about his wallet, but besides a few fast food receipts, it was empty. No Taco Town runs tonight. He grabbed a pen and paper and scrawled a quick note to Mom about the lack of groceries.

He stomped off to his room, leaving the backpack where it landed. He didn't want to think about homework. He usually took a crappy dinner in stride, but tonight the creepy feelings from the farm lingered. Hopefully the pictures would clear that up by proving nothing was there except his and Zach's overactive imaginations.

After booting up his computer and plugging in his phone, Josh opened the photo program. The images on the first few didn't hold much more detail than he'd seen on the small screen. Just an indistinguishable blob of something. It could have been a malfunction in the flash, a piece of dust on the lens, or maybe even a bug. If that was all the pictures picked up, he had nothing to worry about. His skepticism would live.

The next few pictures showed more of the same, but something was different. He couldn't pinpoint it. A little ball of dread lay in the pit of his stomach. Was the blob vaguely human shaped? Was that a face? He shook his head and glanced away from the monitor. No, he was being paranoid and silly again, just like at the farm. Good thing he was alone; Zach would have him convinced there were ghosts in every pixel.

The next bunch of snaps did little to extinguish the feeling in his gut. That wasn't a smudgy blob, but an honest to goodness face. His eyes were playing tricks on him, right? Each subsequent picture clearly showed a person--a see-through person, but a person nonetheless. No, this was too weird. Just a trick of the light. But it wasn't, even if he couldn't admit it. He cycled through the pictures, seeing strange figures in each, until he reached the last two, those of the barn. As soon as they were on screen, he gasped and turned the program off. It took all his willpower not to grab his phone and hurl it into the wall.

Though the final two images were no longer on the monitor, he couldn't get them out of his head. The first one showed an old farmer, just as Zach had said, peering out from the top window. He was in the second photo, too, but this time a headless figure, just like he thought he saw when they had turned to run, stood in the shadows of the barn doorway. He shuddered and powered off the computer, as if the ghosts in the pictures would somehow haunt him if left running. He'd check his email and all that later.

He thought about calling Zach to see what he'd caught, but decided he didn't care to discuss it today. By tomorrow it'd all seem like a dream. He'd look again and see his imagination had gotten the best of him. He was sure Zach would think they hit the supernatural goldmine, but his pictures would be the same as Josh's. Yeah. The morning would cure everything. He took a deep breath and headed downstairs for an uninspired dinner.
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"It's unbelievable, dude. You can't tell me those aren't pictures of ghosts."

Josh shook his head and looked around their history class to make sure no one, especially Mr. Baxter, could hear them. "What if it was all a huge coincidence? The light bounced off everything just right, and it looks like ghosts because we want it to."

"You're grasping at straws. You know that place is haunted. Why can't you just admit it?"

As much as he wanted to argue, Josh couldn't. He felt it down in his bones, his soul, that the farm was haunted. Their pictures proved it. But he wouldn't give Zach the satisfaction. Not yet, anyway. "We need more proof."

They both feigned interest in their worksheet as Mr. Baxter looked at them. When he turned away, Zach whispered, "Fine, we'll go back. But when we find the same stuff, you have to promise to admit that I'm right."

Josh frowned but nodded. "Fine."

"Gentlemen, please see me after class."

Crap, Mr. Baxter had heard them. "Sorry, Mr. Baxter," Josh said. "We'll stop talking and work."

"I appreciate that, Mr. Hart, but I'd still like to see you after class."

"Yes, sir," they both said. Snickers came from their classmates. Mr. Baxter quieted everyone with a quick glance around the room. Zach rolled his eyes at Josh, and the two buckled down on their work.

*****

When the bell sounded, everyone but Josh and Zach hurried out. "Don't worry, I'll write notes excusing you both from being tardy to your next class." He walked to the door, said something to a student outside, and closed it.

Josh tried to diffuse the situation. "Mr. Baxter, we're really sorry. We didn't mean to disrupt class or anything."

"Don't worry about it. I doubt anyone but me heard what you said."

"So why are we here?" Zach asked.

He pulled up a chair and faced them. "The farm. The abandoned one with the mysterious changing sign. You were there?"

"Yeah," Zach said. "We went yesterday after school to take pictures."

"Pictures? Did you get many? Did you find anything on them?"

Zach's face lit up. "Yeah, we got all kinds of weird things. Mysterious balls of light to partial and full apparitions. It was epic!"

Mr. Baxter's eyes went wide. "Really? I need to see those. What sort of cameras did you use?"

They both pulled their cell phones out of their pockets. Though it was against school policy to have them powered on during school hours, there was nothing wrong with carrying them.

"Cell phone cameras?" Mr. Baxter frowned. "Not ideal, but not a total loss. Can I see them? After school?"

Zach nodded, his grin widening by the second. "Sure. If you have the right cables, we can plug right into your computer. We got some really cool stuff."

Josh shrugged. "Though a lot of it could be dust or tricks of the light."

"Not a believer, huh?" Mr. Baxter said. "I would have pegged you two the other way around, with Mr. Riley as the skeptic."

"Nope," Josh said. "Zach thinks there are ghosts everywhere."

"And you?"

"I've never seen anything that proves they are."

"I find that hard to believe."

Josh frowned. "Huh? Why?"

Mr. Baxter shook his head. "Never mind. So you'll be here after school? I have plenty of cables lying around. I'm sure we'll get a couple of them to work."

"Sure thing, Mr. B," Zach said. "You'll see how cool these pics are, and maybe you can talk some sense into this guy here. There's no way these things aren't legit."

Mr. Baxter nodded and stared at them both, as if he could see right through their eyes and into their brains, reading their thoughts. A shiver ran though Josh.

The tardy bell rang, and Mr. Baxter stood up. "Let me get you two notes. When you leave, let my next class know they can come in."
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Mr. Baxter scrolled through the pictures, stopping long enough to see the anomalies on each. He asked some questions about a few--which way they were facing relative to the sun, how much glare they noticed, and other such concerns--but for the most part he clicked through. Josh followed along with him since he hadn't seen Zach's pictures on a big screen yet. He had to admit they were impressive, and though every instinct inside of him screamed that these were legitimate, he wasn't ready to call them supernatural.

After Mr. Baxter finished with Zach's pictures, he took Josh's phone and plugged it in. With a much smaller amount to go through, it didn't take as long. As he got to the last two, the ones Josh had a hard time disputing himself, he looked up at both boys. He pointed at the figure in the upper floor window.

"What do you see, Mr. Riley?"

"A farmer." He turned to Josh. "Wow, I can't believe you got him. That's who I saw. Remember? It was that dude right there."

"Do you see him, Mr. Hart?"

Josh nodded. "Yeah. Last night I figured it was because of what Zach said. I thought my mind was playing tricks on me."

"Do you see it, Mr. Baxter?" Zach asked.

"Plain as day. If it's a trick of the light, it's a hell of a trick." He pointed to the next picture. "How about here? What do you see?"

Josh and Zach both answered. "A headless person."

"Yeah, me too." Mr. Baxter sighed. "No offense, Mr. Hart, but I wish you had a better camera built into that phone. This one's not nearly good enough. To get proof, we need professional equipment."

"Mine are pretty good, though, right?" Zach said.

Mr. Baxter mulled that over for a second. "Yeah, those are okay, but we need something better. At home I have digital cameras that would give us our results. What do you guys say? If I bring a couple of those in tomorrow, would you be willing to go back for more pictures?"

"You bet," Zach said. "Sounds like fun."

"I suppose we were going to go back anyway. We might as well do it with better cameras."

"Excellent. No need to mention this to any of the other teachers or students. Most people don't quite get the concept of ghosts."

As Mr. Baxter unplugged Josh's phone, Kendra, Zach's girlfriend and one of Josh's best friends, walked in. Behind her stood the most beautiful girl Josh had ever seen. He'd never noticed her at school before.

"Hey, guys. Hello, Mr. Baxter." She walked over and gave Zach a quick hug. The girl stood back at the door. "Come in, Whisper. They won't bite. Well, I don't know about Josh, but Zach and Mr. B won't."

"Hey!" Josh said.

"I'm kidding, Joshy." Kendra turned to the new girl. "Josh is actually a really sweet guy." She turned and gave him an innocent smile. "Doesn't mean I can't pick on him, though."

The new girl gave them each a smile and walked closer. Yeah, he'd have remembered her. He smiled and mumbled a hello, but she didn't seem to hear.

Kendra took care of the introductions. "This is Whisper Douglas. It's her first day, sort of. She actually starts tomorrow, so I'm giving her a tour of everything."

Whisper gave a little wave and said, "Hello," just a bit louder than Josh had. Whisper. What a beautiful name.

Kendra pointed at Zach. "This is my boyfriend, Zach, who I was telling you about. I already mentioned, Josh. And that's Mr. Baxter. He teaches U.S. History."

"Nice to meet you, Whisper. I believe you're in my fifth period class. I was told I'd be getting a new student."

She pulled out a piece of paper which was likely her class schedule and nodded. "Yeah, there it is. Fifth period, U.S. History, Mr. Baxter."

Damn. Why couldn't she be in third period with him? Oh well, maybe they had another class together. He wanted to ask her what else she had, but his voice stuck in his throat. Kendra gave him a funny look. Oh no, she knew what he was thinking. How did she do that? Hopefully she wouldn't clue Whisper in.

"You lucked out you got Mr. B instead of Ms. Fredricks," Zack said. "His lessons are way cool. He even talks about ghosts and all kinds of other neat stuff."

"Thank you for the endorsement, Mr. Riley. I'm glad to know I'm getting through to you in my own little way."

They all chuckled, even Whisper. She had the laugh of an angel. Josh smiled again, and then felt himself blush as he figured Kendra was watching. Oh man, she was going to pick on him later. Hopefully out of Whisper's earshot.

"That's cool," Whisper said. "The history teacher at my old school was so boring. Any little thing will help."

"Do you like ghosts?" Josh asked. Lame, but it was all he could think to say. Kendra fought hard to keep a straight face, so he looked away and focused on Whisper.

 "Yeah, some of the supernatural stuff is pretty interesting."

Zach perked up. "Do you believe?"

She bit her lip. Oh, god, that was cute. And a bit sexy. If that was how she mulled most things over, Josh needed to ask some thought provoking questions just so he could watch her do that.

"I want to," she finally answered. "But I don't know. I've never seen one."

"You and Mr. Hart might be surprised," Mr. Baxter said.

Before Josh could ask what he meant, Kendra let out a big exaggerated sigh. "Enough with the ghost stuff. What are you guys doing anyway?"

Before either Josh or Zach could answer, Mr. Baxter said, "We're talking about starting up a digital camera club. Don't say anything to anyone yet, though. We don't want to get hopes up if it doesn't take off."

"I love taking pictures," Whisper said. "If you do start it up, can I join?"

"Yeah," Josh said. "You're in."

Zach gave him an odd look, and Kendra had to turn away, he assumed to laugh. Whisper just gave a little shrug of joy. Wow, he so needed to make her do that more often. That was hot.

Kendra composed herself and turned back around. "I want in, too." She batted her eyelashes at Zach. "You don't mind, do you, sweetie?"

He shrugged. "No, that's fine. I like hanging out with you."

She flicked her hair back, a smug smile on her face. "We should probably get on with our tour. You ready, Whisper?"

"Yeah. It was nice to meet you all."

"You, too," Josh said. He wanted to add something else, something witty, but nothing came to mind, so he waved.

"Why don't you two meet us back here tomorrow after school and we'll talk more about the digital photography club. Remember, don't mention it to anyone else yet. Okay?"

Both girls agreed, waved, and left. When they were gone, Zach punched Josh in the arm. "Dude, we weren't supposed to tell anyone about any of this. Why did you invite her?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. She said she liked taking pictures. Besides, I didn't mention the ghosts."

"No, it's fine," Mr. Baxter said. "I saw her file, and I think she'll be a good fit."

"What did it say?" Zach said.

Mr. Baxter shook his head. "We're not treating this so-called club very academically, but remember, I'm still the teacher and you're the student. I'm not sharing that sort of info."

"Dude, he could get sued," Josh said.

"That, too, Mr. Hart, but more to the point, it's unethical. Anyway, Ms. Douglas should fit in fine. I have a bit of a worry about Ms. Phelps, though. I can't see her taking this very seriously."

"If she gets bored, she'll go do something else. Don't worry about her."

"Besides," Josh said, "I've known Kendra since we were five years old. If she gets caught up in something, she'll be obsessed. She could be a good asset for us."

Mr. Baxter rubbed his chin and nodded. "If you guys are fine with it, it's okay with me. You'll be the one at the farm, not me."

"How come? Don't you want to see the ghosts?"

"I'd love to see the ghosts, but I can't join you on this. District policy."

Josh wanted to say that it'd be like a field trip or sporting event or something, and plenty of teachers did those. Why couldn't Mr. Baxter? He didn't want to ask, though, in case it was something so obvious it made him look dumb.

"Okay, boys, come back tomorrow after school. I have plenty of cameras for all of you. Remember, say nothing about this. Ghost hunting wouldn't be a club the PTA or school board would endorse."

Josh and Zach said goodbye and headed out of the class. Before they got out the door, Mr. Baxter said, "And Mr. Riley, don't forget to do your reading for class tomorrow. There may be a pop quiz."

"Ah, man. I hate pop quizzes. But how come you tell me and not Josh?"

Mr. Baxter kept a straight face, but Josh saw the sparkle in his eye. "Because Mr. Hart doesn't seem to have a problem getting his assignments done on a regular basis."

Josh laughed while Zach scowled. They waved goodbye and headed for the parking lot.
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Mr. Baxter checked each picture from the two cell phones again, while Josh and Zach explained where they were and what angle the shot was from. This way they'd best determine where to concentrate their efforts that afternoon at the farm. So far they figured that the fields were fine, but the barn might be the hot spot. And they hadn't even been to the farmhouse itself.

"Hey, boys. Hi, Mr. Baxter." They turned and saw Kendra and Whisper come into the class. Josh's heart skipped a beat. Whisper looked every bit as beautiful as he remembered. He hadn't been able to get her out of his mind, and by this afternoon he was wondering if his memory was accurate. It was, and then some.

"Wow, are those pictures of ghosts?" Whisper asked.

"Yeah, pretty cool, right?" Zach said.

Mr. Baxter looked back at her. "What made you think that, Ms. Douglas? You only saw one, maybe two, and from across the room."

"I don't know. Like I said yesterday, I don't really believe in them. That picture, though, sort of spoke to me." She shrugged.

"What's with all the ghost stuff?" Kendra asked.

"Get used to it, baby," Zach said, patting her lower back. Josh wondered briefly if he'd ever gone lower when they were alone. They'd been officially dating for a few months, and as far as he knew, they hadn't progressed past kissing. Not that Zach was one to gossip, but Kendra would have told him. She was great with secrets with everyone but Josh--she shared everything with him. As she and Zach got more serious, he wasn't sure he wanted the influx of information to continue.

"What do you mean?"

"You're going ghost hunting," Mr. Baxter said. "At the abandoned farm."

Kendra rolled her eyes, but Whisper's face lit up. "Ooh, that sounds so fun."

Josh stepped back next to her and said, "It is. Zach and I went a few days ago. That's where we got those pictures."

"Why is there an abandoned farm here in the middle of the city?"

"It's been there forever, and none of us even know when it was an actual farm."

"I can't believe it's not party central," Kendra said. "Probably because it's so creepy. Eww, you guys went there?"

Zach nudged her lightly. "And you'll be there today, too. Welcome to Digital Photography, AKA the Ghost Hunters Club."

"Sigh. Whatever. Like ghosts even exist."

Mr. Baxter cleared his throat. "I can give you a history lesson on the farm later, but for now I want you to get started with the pictures. I'm sure you all have plenty of homework, so don't dawdle too long. The administrators would hate that I'm sending you out to photograph ghosts, but they'd really tan my hide if they realized I was keeping you from your studies."

Kendra clicked her tongue. "Like I'm going to study anyway, Mr. Baxter."

"That's another discussion we'll have to have soon, Ms. Phelps. I see why you and Mr. Riley get along so well, but I really wish you'd take more of a cue from Mr. Hart."

Josh blushed and glanced over at Whisper. Oh, god, he hoped she didn't think he was a nerd. She smiled at him, and he smiled back. Could they all hear his heart beating? It sounded to him like it was loud enough to drown out the conversation, but no one seemed to notice.

"My grades are fine, Mr. Baxter. Besides, there are more important things to learn in school than just book stuff."

"Yeah," Zach said. "Like these ghosts."

Kendra threw her hands up. "Whatever. Can we just go take these silly pictures?"

"Yeah, we'll definitely need to talk about priorities sooner rather than later. Both of you. But for today, take these cameras." He passed out four expensive-looking digital cameras. Josh didn't know much about them, but he browsed around electronic stores enough to know quality merchandise when he saw it.

"No need for me," Whisper said. "I have my own." She pulled out a camera from her purse and showed it to Mr. Baxter.

He examined it for a few seconds. "Yeah, that'll do. It's at least as good as mine." He turned his attention back to Josh, Zach, and Kendra. "Remember, those are my personal property, so please be careful with them. Only use them at the farm and bring them back to me tomorrow after school. Got it?"

They nodded. "You have a memory card in here?" Zach asked.

"Yeah, they each have one loaded in. You'll have plenty of space for pictures. Snap one ever few seconds, and don't worry about checking them there. It's better to look on the big computer monitor anyway. And no more than a half-hour. Then home to hit the books. Even you, Ms. Phelps. Understand?"

Kendra rolled her eyes. "How come you're picking on me? Zach does the same amount of work."

"Hey, don't bring me into this."

Josh and Whisper looked at each other and shared a laugh. He wanted to step over just to be closer to her, but that'd probably look weird and make him look like a stalker. So he held his ground and contented himself with sharing the moment with her.

"Fine," Mr. Baxter said, rolling his eyes right back at Kendra. "All of you hit the books equally hard. Especially you two, Mr. Hart and Ms. Douglas. Is that better, Ms. Phelps?"

"Whatever. You don't need to get all dramatic on us, Mr. Baxter." Everyone cracked up except Kendra, who rolled her eyes again. They said goodbye to Mr. Baxter and headed out to hunt some ghosts.
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Josh pulled into the farm's driveway, right behind Zach, who drove the girls. As far as Josh could tell from the tracks on the hard-packed dirt, no other vehicles had been here except them a couple of days ago.

"Did you see the sign?" Zach asked. "It was different."

Josh nodded. "Welcome new friends."

"What did it say last time you were here?" Kendra asked.

"Welcome picture enthusiasts."

"Who changes it?" Whisper asked. "Doesn't look like anyone's been here in a while."

"That's the question," Zach said. "Who does change it?"

"Sometimes the sign stays the same for a year or two," Josh said, "and sometimes, like now, it changes a couple of times a week. It's been like that ever since I can remember."

Whisper frowned. "Signs don't change themselves. No one's ever seen anything?"

"No," Zach said. "The ghosts must wait until they're alone."

Kendra rolled her eyes. "Again with the ghosts?" She wrapped her arms around his waist. "I like you and all, babe, but give that a rest."

"I'm not kidding. Our pictures back it up."

"We'll see," Josh said. Though deep down he knew Zach was right.

Whisper took out her camera. "A mystery for another time. Let's get to the pictures."

Josh walked over closer to her. "You enjoy taking pictures, don't you?"

"Yeah, I've always loved it. My parents used to buy me cheap cameras. I'd wear them out so fast. Half the time I didn't even put film in. I just love looking through the lens. Or the view screen now, I guess."

"No film to worry about with digital cameras, right?"

She smiled at him, and his heart skipped a beat. "You got it."

Kendra slid in between them, giving Josh a pointed look and grin. "You two ready to go hunt some ghosts? Even though they don't exist?"

"You don't even know, Kendra," Zach said. "You weren't here. You'll see. There's no way we won't get the same evidence. Maybe even better."

As Kendra went off ahead to argue with Zach, Whisper leaned in closer to Josh. "What was it like? I mean, I don't believe in ghosts, but I felt something about those pictures."

"I don't believe either, but it was actually pretty creepy." He looked up towards Zach to make sure he was out of earshot. "I'm not sure if I'm hoping we get the same kind of stuff or nothing at all."

She looked at him for a second, and then nodded. "Yeah, I know what you mean."

She did? He smiled, and they hurried to catch up with the other two.

"Whoa, you weren't kidding. It is creepy here," Whisper said as they stepped out into the fields. "Like hundreds of eyes are on us."

Josh shivered. "Yeah. Even worse than Monday, if that's possible."

Zach and Kendra frowned and shared a look.

"What?" Josh said. "You don't feel it?"

Zach shook his head, while Kendra said, "It looks like it should wig us out, but I don't feel anything."

Whisper took a deep breath. "I guess we should get to it." She started snapping pictures, not bothering to study the view finder after each. The others followed her lead.

A flash of light passed to Josh's left, though when he looked, nothing was there. "Did you guys see that?"

"No," came the general consensus, though Whisper looked a lot more on edge than the other two.

A thought wormed into his mind that he should snap a few towards the barn, which was still a ways away. He hit the button as fast as possible to get crisp pictures, then clicked back to the first of the three and studied it.

"Guys, come check this out."

"Two of us are girls, Joshy," Kendra said.

"Generic term, Kend. Now hush and take a look."

"That's a person," Zach said.

Whisper shook her head. "Not a person. Look, you can see right through him."

"No way," Kendra said. "It's the light. It's always playing tricks on cameras." She paused, and her voice squeaked to betray her calm. "Right?"

Whisper turned to Josh. "Did something tell you to shoot at the barn?"

"Yeah, did you hear the same thing?"

Her face drained pale. "Yeah. Just before you called us over."

"I didn't hear anything," Zach said.

"Me, either." Kendra rolled her eyes. "Are the ghosts supposed to be talking to us now?"

Josh studied the second and third pictures. "Look. It's completely solid in the second, but almost entirely transparent in the last one." He looked up at Whisper. "If you were going to take your pictures after me, I wonder if it was a different voice talking to you. Maybe another entity wanted you to see it."

"I don't know. I don't think I could describe it if I wanted to. It was just sort of weird and garbled. I couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman."

"Yeah, mine too." He chuckled, though he was sure his nerves showed through. "Or even if it was human."

Zach and Kendra snapped a continuous flood of pictures at the barn and all around the field. "C'mon voice, I want to hear you, too," Zach said. It might have been funny if the mood wasn't so heavy, so dark.

Whisper spun and took a number of shots towards the far edge of the fields, on the opposite side of the barn. "The voice?" Josh asked. She nodded.

He looked over her shoulder at the view screen as she rewound to the first of the pictures. The first looked blurry, as if a heavy fog stood in front of them. The second appeared a bit clearer, and it revealed shadowy figures standing about. The next few showed what looked like old-timey farmers working on the fields. In the last, they stopped working and stared at the camera. Goosebumps erupted all over Josh's body. The ghosts knew they were here. The fog flowed back in the final picture.

"I'm not sure I like this," Whisper said. "I don't think they want us here."

The strange feeling hit Josh again, and he brought the camera up and took a bunch of snaps towards the barn again. Whisper watched him, and when he brought the camera down to check the screen, she stood shoulder to shoulder with him. Somewhere in the back of his mind he noticed how close she stood, but the ghostly pictures and creepy feelings pushed the thought away.

Before he could focus on the pictures, a flash of movement caught his attention towards the barn. He noticed Whisper's head swing that way, too. "Zach, Kendra, start taking pictures towards the barn."

"Dude, when did you get all ghost sensitive?"

"How do you call yourself his best friend?" Kendra said. "He's always been like that."

"What? No. He doesn't even believe in ghosts."

"I never said he called them ghosts."

They continued taking pictures as they bickered.  Josh barely heard as he scoured the barn area, and then turned his attention back to his camera. If there was anything worth seeing over there, Zach and Kendra's cameras would capture it.

"Is that true?" Whisper asked. "You've always sensed stuff?"

Josh gave a curt nod. "But let's talk about it later. Check this out. Are these the same ghosts?"

She leaned in close, and he got a whiff of her hair. Wow, she smelled good, like a mix between flowers and spun sugar. He shook his head real quick to get back on topic.

"It's hard to tell on the small screens, but I bet they are. Maybe Mr. Baxter can put them up side by side tomorrow."

"That'll be cool, but if it is, they're coming towards us. Maybe we should move somewhere else." He glanced towards the barn. "I really don't like that place."

"We should check out the house," Zach said. He clicked through his pictures and frowned. "I'm getting the balls of energy and stuff, but not the same things you guys are."

"I don't know if it's because I'm listening to you guys or what," Kendra said, "but this place is starting to freak me out."

Josh checked his watch. They'd already been there over twenty minutes. "We got less than ten minutes left. Let's head to the house."

He glanced around. If he took a picture right now, he'd capture something, no matter which way he aimed. He didn't dare press the button. Whisper did, however, and Josh let out a yell. An apparition of a farmhand appeared right in front of him, and disappeared just as quick.

Whisper's voice came out strained. "Was this what you saw?"

She showed him the camera, and he gasped. "That was him." He studied the ghostly face, which couldn't have been much older than him. This ghost could be just another kid at school if he'd lived today. Except for the evil that bled out of it, an evil he could feel through the camera. This ghost wanted to do him harm. The big question was if it actually could.

"Wow, that's pretty cool," Zach said. "You saw it, Josh? Right in front of you?"

He nodded, but words wouldn't form to elaborate. Instead he motioned for them to follow him to the farmhouse, though he wished they could head for their cars and go home. None of this would go away just because he wanted it to.

Zach pushed into the lead with Kendra, who'd become uncharacteristically quiet, clinging to his arm. He still managed to snap pictures with his other hand as he walked. Whisper walked close to Josh, occasionally looking over at him, as if checking to make sure he was okay.

He glanced over at her and smiled. "I'm fine. Just a bit shaken."

"I'm not sure I would have been had I seen it. I felt that you did, though, and I could tell it wanted to hurt you." She paused, and when he looked over, she blushed.

"What?"

Her cheeks burned brighter. "Nothing. I was just marveling at how brave you're being. You probably think I'm a big wimp, huh?"

"No, of course not." He put his arm around her shoulders. Oh wow, did he really do that? They both stiffened, and then she melted into him. He couldn't breathe, but he didn't pull away, even when Kendra glanced back at them. She must really have been spooked because she gave a half smile, but instead of making a typical Kendra quip, she turned back around and clung tighter to Zach.

"I don't think we should stay much longer," Whisper said. "We have plenty to bring to Mr. Baxter tomorrow."

Josh nodded, but before he could say anything, something in the tree next to the main farmhouse caught his eye. He dropped his arm from Whisper's shoulder and pointed. He almost didn't hear her say she saw it.

A figure appeared in the tree, sitting on one of the branches. A shimmering rope encircled his neck. It was a ghost hanging. This was how this guy died. He dropped, the rope snapped tight, and he struggled. After a few seconds, he hung still. The scene repeated itself. This time Josh could see more detail. The ghost looked to be in his late teens, maybe early twenties, though his face showed evidence of a hard-lived life. As the rope hit its tight point, the ghost bounced, and his eyes bugged out. He mouthed something, disappeared, and then reappeared on the branch, where he fell again. It happened over and over.

"What are you guys looking at?" Zach said, breaking first Josh, then Whisper, out of their trance.

"You . . . you don't see it?" he asked.

Both Zach and Kendra looked up at the tree, frowned, and shook their heads.

Tears forming in Whisper's eyes. "He's dying. We . . . we're watching how he died."

"Why can't I see it?" Zach asked. He snapped a few pictures at the tree. Those had to catch it. Josh could still see it. He wanted to turn away, but couldn't. He brought his own camera up and aimed. Though he could see the hanging man clearly with his eyes, the ghost didn't appear on the view screen. He snapped a few pictures to make sure. It didn't show up.

Josh's voice felt gravely, and he couldn't begin to imagine how it sounded to the others. "I can't be going crazy. Whisper sees it, too."

She nodded, and he put his arm around her shoulder again, and this time led her back towards the cars.

"Where are you going?" Zach called.

"Come on, Zach. We promised Mr. Baxter a half hour, and it's been longer than that."

"No. We're staying. It feels strange here, but I haven't seen anything like you guys."

Josh looked at Kendra. "I'll drive you home."

She took a step forward, and then looked back to Zach. "No, that's okay. I'll stay. It's not as scary as you guys are making it out to be." The shaking in her voice betrayed her, but Josh didn't push it.

"Alright. We'll see you two tomorrow."

"Don't stay too long," Whisper said. "Please."

Josh could sense Kendra wanted to make some comment about Josh's arm being around Whisper, but she bit it back. He couldn't remember her ever showing restraint like that, but now wasn't the time to dwell on it.

Zach waved, but his attention was already on the house. "Yeah, sure. Don't worry, we'll be fine."

Josh and Whisper looked at each other, shrugged, and headed back to his car. He could have sworn he saw people--ghosts--milling around in the field. By the way Whisper shuddered, she saw it, too. He let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding when they made it to his car without incident.
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As they drove away from the farm, a weight lifted from Josh's shoulders. He glanced over at Whisper and found her a lot less tense, too. A quick look in the rearview mirror, however, brought back a bit of a chill; the sign said something different. He couldn't read the backwards writing as they sped away, but the amount of letters wasn't the same as when they drove up.

"Sign's different."

Whisper turned to look. "Was it? What did it say?"

"I couldn't tell. And I'm not so sure I want to go back and find out. We can ask Zach and Kendra tomorrow."

"Good. That works."

"So you saw it, right? The guy sitting in the tree, falling down, and hanging in a noose. Over and over. I'm not crazy?"

"No, you're not crazy. Or, if you are, I'm right there with you." She paused for a second. "But why couldn't they see it?"

"I don't know. If they could, Kendra would probably still be screaming. Zach would be happy, though. He loves ghosts. Where should I take you? Home, or do you have a car at school?"

"No, home is good. I don't have my license yet. Do you know where Craig Street is?"

"Yeah."

"It's at the end, almost to Street Avenue. Isn't that the coolest name for a street ever? I still laugh every time I see it."

"In junior high, Zach and I used to plot how we were going to steal that sign. We still crack each other up just by saying the name."

She gave him a sly smile. "So you're a little hoodlum. Is that what I'm hearing?"

"I said we used to, not anymore. Kids stuff, you know." He puffed his chest out. "We're totally grown up now."

They both laughed.

"You said you don't have your license yet. Is that your choice or your parents?"

"A little of both. We knew we'd be moving here this year, so they promised I could start practicing and all that once we got settled. Maybe I'll be ready to get it when I turn 17 this summer. I'm not in a big hurry, so that's fine with me."

"I was chomping to get mine. I got it the day of my sixteenth birthday. This car was my present. Not much, but it runs. No problems yet, anyway." He rapped his knuckles against his head. "Knock on wood."

She giggled. "That should keep you safe." She put her hand on his arm. He tensed, and she took it away. He glanced over and saw her looking in her lap, face burning bright.

He cleared his throat and prayed his voice sounded normal. "So where are you from, anyway?"

"Originally from Las Vegas. I loved it there. Still miss it and my friends, but life goes on, I guess."

"Vegas, huh? I heard it's a lot of fun, even if you aren't old enough to gamble and stuff. A lot of theme parks and things."

"It's just a normal town when you live there. I mean, we're close to Disneyland and other places like that here, right? And the beach. Vegas didn't have that. A ton of my old friends would be jealous."

"That's true," he said with a chuckle." I never thought of it like that. But you said originally. Did you live somewhere after Vegas?"

"Yes. My dad got a new job a couple of years ago that moved us to a little town in Colorado. I didn't like it there."

"Too cold for you?"

"Miserably cold for a girl who grew up in the desert. Vegas got cold in the winter, but not like that. And I never made any real friends. It was a cliquey little town, but most of it was my fault. I didn't take the move well. I didn't see it at the time, but looking back I could see that I was Queen Bitch number one. It's amazing any of the kids could tolerate me at all."

He laughed.

"What?"

"Nothing. I mean, I know we just met, but you seem the furthest thing from a bitch as could be." He gave her a playful nudge. "Or are you just playing nice?"

"I guess you'll just have to get to know me better to find out."

His breath caught in his throat, but he did his best to act natural. "I guess I will. So why did you leave Colorado?"

"Another job for my dad. The economy would have eaten his old one if he didn't agree to a transfer."

"What do you think of it here so far?"

"Too soon to tell, really, but I think I'll be okay. Can't beat the year-round Southern California weather, that's for sure. And everyone's been really nice so far, especially Kendra."

He turned down her street. "So down near the end?"

She nodded.

"Anyone else you think seems nice? Or interesting? Or anything?"

"I don't know yet," she said with a giggle. "There is this one guy who was nice enough to drive me home after we saw a bunch of ghosts."

Josh let out a deep breath. "Yeah, that all really happened. I'm having a hard time wrapping my mind around it."

"I know. Thank you for talking about normal things. I didn't really want to think of the farm."

"Mr. Baxter will grill us enough about it tomorrow. I wonder if Zach and Kendra finally got to see anything."

"I don't know. There's my house." She pointed at a beige one-story on the left. It looked as nondescript as the others in the neighborhood. As nondescript as the houses in his neighborhood. A theme, really, for the town of Citrus Valley.

He pulled into the driveway and watched her get out. She walked over to his window. "Thanks for the ride, Josh. I really appreciate it." She gave him a shy smile. "It's nice to make friends so easily here."

"I'm glad to be you're friend." He hoped that didn't sound too lame. It did, though, didn't it?

She raised her hand towards his face, but stopped before getting to close. She blushed again, said she'd see him tomorrow, and ran to her front door. She waved, then disappeared into the house.

Wow, had that all really just happened? Both the weirdness at the farm and the heavy flirting in the car? He always clammed up or said stupid stuff when he was with a pretty girl. Looking back on the conversation, he had to admit he did a good job. And she really seemed to like him. Would she go out with him, or was she just looking for a friend?

Why did girls and dating have to be so complicated?




[bookmark: _Toc322935308]Chapter 8

 

As Josh walked up to the front door, he saw right away his mom was home. He pushed the door open and yelled, "Hi, Mom, I'm home."

She stuck her head out of the kitchen. "About time. I wanted you to do the damn grocery shopping today, but you're nowhere to be found. I've got too much going on to do it myself."

"Sorry. I joined a . . ."

"I don't care what you did. If you have time for foolishness, you have time to get a job and help out around here. I do too much as it is."

"I can't get a job. I have a ton of homework, and come summer and fall, I have football practice."

"Tough, Mister. It's time you start pulling your weight. Starting tomorrow after school, I want you out looking for a job."

"Pulling my weight? How often do I ask you for any money? How often do I clean the house, top to bottom, without you even prompting me?"

"And I have two jobs, so boo-hoo for you. Tomorrow. You hear me?"

Josh started to say something, but kept his mouth shut. No need to make this worse. She just had a bad day. By tomorrow this'll all have blown over and she wouldn't even mention it. He stalked up the stairs.

Halfway up, she yelled, "Do you hear me?"

"Yes, fine, I hear you," he called over his shoulder and continued up. At the top of the landing, something shot past him and down the hall. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. What the heck was that? He looked down to see if Mom saw it, too, but she'd already headed into the kitchen. It reminded him of the ghosts at the farm, the ones that he only saw out of the corner of his eye. This one had been right in front of him, though. It had gone towards his room, but he was pretty sure it moved past the door, so he should be safe.

He shook his head. He hadn't really seen it anyway, right? It was just his nerves from the argument with Mom and the frights at the farm. Yeah, that's all it had been. He headed into his room and threw himself down on his bed. Homework could wait a few minutes.

*****

Josh popped the last of his peanut butter sandwich into his mouth and shook his head. "Why can't she listen to me? I don't have time to get a job. When football season is over next year, I'll be happy to, but not now."

"We'll find something that'll work around football, dude. Weekends will be shot, but you gotta do what you gotta do, right?"

"What do you mean we?"

Zach punched him lightly in the arm. "Like I'm going to let you go get all the money. When Kendra sees how you're spoiling Whisper, she's going to insist I get a job, too."

Josh choked on his soda, and had to spit some out. People around them laughed and asked him if he had a drinking problem. He ignored them and said, "What do you mean by spoiling Whisper? Did she say something to you and Kendra?"

"No wonder you don't have a girlfriend. Dude, she was practically asking you out yesterday. You didn't pick up on any of that?"

Josh frowned. "I guess. I don't know. We talked pretty easily in the car. Usually I get all flustered with pretty girls."

"See? Perfect girlfriend. Believe it or not, when you go out with a girl, you need stuff in common so you can talk. You can't just make out all the time." He paused, a wistful look on his face. "Though that'd be pretty cool."

"Yeah, but what do you and Kendra talk about? You guys don't have anything in common."

"That's not true."

Josh raised his eyebrows. "What do you talk about?"

"Uh, we talk about stuff we did with you. And we both like talking about Kendra."

"Yeah, Kendra can talk about herself all day if you let her."

"So see? You don't need much in common with your girlfriend, but you need something."

"And why are you saying I'll spoil Whisper if I have a job? Seems to me I'll hardly be able to see her, at least during football season."

"Yeah, but if you have a job, you have money. I doubt your mom is going to take any. She's just tired of having to fork over cash when you need it for fun stuff. And if you're working and playing football, what use are you going to have of it other than buying Whisper gifts and dinners and stuff? You're going to make her a happy girlfriend. And Kendra's going to be all jealous and want me to get her things, too. So if you get a job, I need one, too."

Josh laughed. "Yeah, I imagine she'll be pretty high-maintenance when she sees she can. But we're getting ahead of ourselves. I'm not sure Whisper wasn't just being friendly since she's the new girl at school."

Zach shook his head and said, "Clueless," under his breath. Josh let it go.

"Anyway," Zach said. "Since we're just sixteen, places can't make us work too many hours. You'll have plenty of time for your new lady."

"Knock it off, will you? I don't want any rumors started about something that hasn't happened."

"Rumors about what? I love rumors."

Josh jumped as Kendra came up behind them, followed by Whisper. Kendra walked over to Zach, gave him a peck on the cheek, and sat between the two boys. Whisper settled in next to Josh, and his heart jumped up into his throat. She smiled and mouthed, "Hi," and he did the same. How did girls manage to sit so close without actually touching? He wanted her to melt into him like yesterday at the farm, but he wasn't about to push it.

"What rumor are you guys talking about?" Kendra said, practically bouncing on the lip of the concrete planter. "I love gossip. Tell me, tell me, tell me."

Zach shook his head, while Josh tried to head her off. "It's nothing, Kend. It didn't happen anyway."

"It doesn't matter if it's true or not, I still want to know." She turned to Zach. "Come on, baby. I'll totally make out with you this weekend if you tell me."

"You'll make out with me anyway," Zach said, fighting to keep a straight face.

She leaned past Josh, winked at Whisper, who was doing her absolute best not to crack up, and looked back at Zach. "Not if I'm mad at you."

Zach said something in a low voice to her. He had no doubt she knew he liked Whisper, but that didn't mean he wanted her blabbing that with her sitting right next to him. He turned to Whisper and said, "She does this all the time. You get used to it."

"It's hilarious," Whisper said. "Is this rumor even worth her getting worked up?"

"It hardly ever is."

Whisper chuckled and looked over at them. "Did you ask Zach about yesterday after we left? They seem fine, so I'm guessing nothing happened."

"No, it hasn't come up yet." He turned to Zach and Kendra, who were still arguing in lowered voices. "Hey, did you guys see anything yesterday after we left?"

They both stiffened, and he could have sworn Kendra turned pale. After a second or two, both put on fake smiles.

"No, nothing," Zach said.

"We left just a couple of minutes after you guys," Kendra added.

Josh frowned and turned back to Whisper, who looked as confused as he felt.

"Are you guys sure? You don't look very happy about it."

Zach forced a laugh. "No, we didn't see anything so we left."

Kendra rolled her eyes, stood, and said, "Seriously, Josh, why do you have to always push the questions too far? I swear." She grabbed Zach's hand and stomped off. Zach didn't look back.

"That was weird," Whisper said.

Josh nodded. "Yeah. She doesn't usually act like that."

Whisper gave a half-smile. "I'd agree with the nervousness part, but she seems the type to stomp off in a huff."

"No, she's a get in your face type. So is Zach. That's one reason they get along so well. Plus I never push her too far. I mean, I do when I'm teasing her, but never seriously."

Before Josh's brain realized he was alone with Whisper for the second time in two days, the lunch bell rang, signaling the start of the passing period to fifth period. Whisper stood, and picked up her backpack.

"Do you think they'll show to Mr. Baxter's class?"

"Yeah. Zach wouldn't miss it, and besides, she's pissed at me, not you, so she can make a show of ignoring me."

Whisper laughed. "You guys seem to have quite the relationship. Sometime you need to tell me about it."

A lump jammed into his throat. Was she trying to get him to ask her out? Should he? Instead, he chickened out and said, "Yeah, totally. I will."

"Sounds good. I have to get to class, so I'll see you after school."

"Okay, I'm looking forward to it."

She gave him a knowing smile and walked off. He watched her go, and then turned to head to his own class. Damn. Why did reading girls have to be so hard? Did she want him to ask her out, or did she just want to be friends? He wished Zach were here right now to bounce the question off of him. But he'd already said Whisper liked him. He shook his head and tried to push it from his mind so he didn't drive himself crazy.




[bookmark: _Toc322935309]Chapter 9

 

As Josh and Zach headed to Mr. Baxter's class, neither said anything about Kendra's outburst. He had a silly thought that Zach didn't even remember it, and if asked, Kendra wouldn't either. But that was stupid. There was no supernatural force blanking their memories. Why would he even think something like that?

They walked into the classroom and found the girls already there. Kendra gave him a big smile and discreetly pointed to Whisper before she gravitated over to Zach. What had that meant? Whisper looked up from the computer screen and smiled. His heart skipped a beat. Had Whisper been talking about him with Kendra? Or was Kendra simply trying to play matchmaker when Whisper wasn't interested like that?

He pushed it out of his mind for the moment and stepped forward to the monitor. "These are amazing," Mr. Baxter said. "You four got some great pictures. There are energy blurs, energy balls, mist, partial apparitions, and even some full-bodied ones. And you're not pulling one over on me? These were all taken yesterday afternoon in that half-hour?"

Whisper nodded. "It might have been a bit longer than thirty minutes, but if so, it wasn't by much."

"Forty-five minutes, tops," Josh added.

"Yeah, but Josh and Whisper had all the fun," Zach said. "They actually saw some cool stuff. Kendra and I couldn't. And believe me, I tried."

Mr. Baxter nodded as if he expected it. Josh didn't think it would be proper to ask right now, but he filed it away. He glanced over to Whisper, and they shared a look that said she'd caught it, too.

Mr. Baxter continued scrolling through the pictures, and when he reached the end, he pointed at the shots of the tree. Josh shuddered when he thought of the ghost cycling through its last moments before the hanging. "I don't see anything on these last few. Why did you take them?"

"That was all Josh and Whisper," Kendra said. "They said they saw some funky ghost hanging himself or something. Gag."

"Yeah, but we didn't see anything," Zach said. "And we looked even after they left."

"Nothing," Kendra echoed.

Mr. Baxter looked up at Whisper and Josh. "But you saw something? Something that wouldn't stick to the digital photos?"

"A farmer," Whisper said. "He hung himself."

"We watched him do it over and over. Like he was stuck in an endless loop."

"I expected plenty of residual activity, but these other photos? Wow."

"You expected stuff?" Zach said.

"Sigh, Mr. Baxter. You're showing your nerd."

"I'll ignore Ms. Phelps, and say, yes, I was expecting a few bits of evidence. It would be hard not to get something at that place. But this? This is almost unimaginable."

"What do you mean?" Josh asked. "What kind of place is it?"

He waved his hand to shoo the question away. "Not now, not now. But can you four do me a huge favor? With the cameras again?"

"Back to the dirty old spooky farm?" Kendra asked.

"Not today, but maybe tomorrow." He glanced up at them, a look of concern etched on his face. "You don't mind giving up a Friday afternoon at the farm tomorrow, do you?"

"No way," Zach said. "You couldn't keep us away."

Everyone laughed.

"Yeah, I guess that pretty much sums up all of our opinions," Josh said. "Except maybe Kendra."

She stuck her tongue out at him. "Shows what you know. I don't mind." She gripped Zach's arm a bit tighter, though.

"Yeah, that goes for me, too," Whisper said. "I can't wait to go back. But why tomorrow? Why not this afternoon?"

"I have another task for you. As I said, if you don't mind." When they each nodded, he continued. "I'd like you to go in teams of two to separate locations. A park, a shopping center, a gas station, anywhere. Take a few pictures and examine them on your own computers when you get home. Email me if you find anything strange." He handed them each a business card with his name and email address--the generic Gmail one he gave to all his students.

"Ooh, I like this assignment, Mr. Baxter," Kendra said. "Come on, Zachy. I want to go take pictures at the mall."

"Good, good," Mr. Baxter said. "Mr. Hart, Ms. Douglas, maybe you two could go somewhere a bit less crowded. A local park perhaps? Don't stay long," he chuckled and looked at Zach. "Though I believe you may be out of luck, Mr. Riley."

"Whatever. I'll be good, Mr. Baxter. We'll take pictures before we shop."

Zach shot a pleading look to Josh, who laughed. But then it sunk in. He was going to be alone with Whisper again. That was way awesome, but butterflies flapped around in his stomach. And they started to multiply.

He turned to Whisper. Was she blushing? "Are you okay with this? Would you rather go with Kendra?"

Kendra made a clicking sound, and when he looked at her, she mouthed, "Don't be dumb," and motioned at Whisper.

Before Whisper could answer, Mr. Baxter said, "You don't mind, do you, Ms. Douglas? Because I'd really like to team you up with Mr. Hart on this one."

Whoa! Was Mr. Baxter trying to set them up, too? No, why would he do that? But what was going on?

Whisper blushed harder, noticeable to Josh this time, and nodded. "Yeah, it's fine. He proved he's a gentleman yesterday."

Kendra rolled her eyes at Josh, grabbed Zach's hand, and walked out. "We'll see you guys tomorrow."

"Pictures, Ms. Phelps. Remember the pictures." As they got to the door, he added, "And homework!"

"Don't worry," Zach called back as they left.

Whisper giggled, and Josh and Mr. Baxter just shook their heads. "Doesn't really matter," he said. "I believe you two are the key, being as you saw the apparition in the tree and they didn't."

"What's going on, Mr. Baxter?" Josh asked. "Something more than you're telling us. That's easy to see."

"I know, Mr. Hart, but you're just going to have to trust me today. Email if you see anything this afternoon, and head over to the farm tomorrow after school. Don't bother coming to see me. Email me again tomorrow night about the farm, whether anything big shows up or not. Take as many pictures as you can, but only stay a short time, just like yesterday. Got it?"

They both nodded.

"I'll clue you in later, I promise. But I don't want anything tainted until I see more of what's going on. Okay? Now get to it. I'll see you both in class tomorrow."

They said goodbye to Mr. Baxter and headed for Josh's car.

*****

As Josh scrolled through the pictures he'd taken at the park, his mind wandered to Whisper. They'd got along great, but he still couldn't tell how she felt about him. He should just man up and ask her out. What was the worst thing that could happen? She could say no. He'd been rejected before. But he really liked Whisper, and he wanted to be her friend even if he couldn't date her. So the worst thing might be that she wouldn't want anything to do with him. It would be better to just wait and see what happened. Knowing Kendra, he wouldn't have to wait long, and if Whisper wasn't interested, it'd be Kend's fault, not his, and they could stay friends.

His phone jarred him out of his thoughts. He looked and saw it was Zach. "Hey, what's up?"

"Nothing. Just seeing how things went for you guys. Ghost-wise for me, you and Whisper-wise for Kendra." Kendra must've been with him because he heard her yell at Zach for being a jerk.

Josh laughed. "Nothing to report. No ghosts, and tell Kend that Whisper and I had a good time as friends."

He relayed the message, and Josh heard a brief scuffle, in what he imagined was for control of the phone. After a few seconds, Kendra's voice rang in his ear. "Seriously, Josh, how can you be so blind? The girl is hot for you. Ask her out."

Zach's voice filled the background with shouts for Kendra to give him the phone back. Finally, after more sounds of a scuffle, Zach was back.

"Sorry, dude. You know how she gets with this kind of stuff."

Josh bit the inside of his cheek to refrain from cracking a joke about Zach needing to control his woman. Zach would probably relate it to Kendra, and they'd both be in big trouble. Instead, he asked, "Did you guys find anything?"

Josh groaned. "Yeah, every frickin' shoe sale in the mall. But nothing ghost-wise. Kendra was good and took ten minutes of pictures. I kept snapping as she shopped. Ow! I mean we shopped. While we shopped."

Josh lost it and almost dropped the phone in laughter. It wouldn't have been as funny if he knew Zach didn't have a good time. But Zach always had fun with Kendra, no matter what he said.

"Anyway," Zach said when order had been restored on both ends, "we just wanted to know how everything went. See you tomorrow, dude." Kendra said something Josh couldn't make out. "Kendra says to not be a wimp and ask Whisper out."

If it were only that easy. "Tell her to not worry about it. If it happens, it happens. It shouldn't concern her."

"No way, dude. I'm not telling her that." She yelled in the background that she should be told what was being said.

"Just tell her I'll try. Okay?"

"You're going to get me beat up, dude. You know she can't resist gossip. Ow! That hurt, Kendra! See you, dude."

"Good luck," Josh said, but he wasn't sure if Zach heard. He shook his head, wondered if he and Whisper would be like that, and decided to push it out of his mind. He got started on his real homework.
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The four walked around, snapping pictures as they went. Everywhere Josh turned, he could see something, but nothing substantial. By the looks on Whisper's face, she experienced the same. Zach and Kendra grew giddier and giddier as they went.

"Man, this is so cool," Zach said. "Are you guys getting all these blips and streaks on your cameras?"

Kendra snuggled up next to him. "Totally, babe. It's pretty awesome."

Josh walked over to Whisper. "I don't know. Cool and awesome aren't the first two words coming to my mind."

"Yeah. Creepy is first, second, and third for me. And I'm getting a lot more than just blurs and blips. How about you?"

"Uh-huh. No fulls, but plenty of partial apparitions. I wonder if we have enough for Mr. Baxter yet."

Zach turned and snarled at them. "We're not leaving yet, you chickens."

Kendra grinned in a dark way Josh had never seen from her before. "Come on. It's just starting to get fun."

"But you didn't like it here the other day," Whisper said.

"Whatever. Now I know it's fun."

Zach pointed to the barn. "Let's go inside. I want to see if we can meet that old farmer dude and his headless henchman."

Kendra snuggled up to him as they quickened their pace, while Josh and Whisper slowed down. "Do you think we should?" Whisper said.

"No, but maybe we'll get some sort of clue about what's going on in there. It does seem to be one of the major hotspots in this whole place."

She hesitated, then nodded, and they followed Zach and Kendra. She clutched Josh's elbow with one hand, while the other held her camera, which clicked almost non-stop.

The balls of light, the streaks of energy, and the apparitions swarmed around them, but they didn't get much closer. It was like it was all herding the group into the barn, and Josh didn't like that one bit. He almost said something, but didn't want to freak Whisper out any more. He needed to see inside.

Zach and Kendra reached the door, oblivious to their surroundings. Josh had no idea how the two couldn't sense all the ghosts around them. They were all in the middle of a supernatural sea on the verge of drowning. The claw-like grip on his arm proved Whisper felt the same. Before the expected wave washed over them, they made it through the barn's door.

"It's freezing," Whisper said. It had been unseasonably cold in the field, but it was like a meat locker in here. Zach had an arm around Kendra, presumably to keep her warm. Without thinking, Josh did the same for Whisper, and she snuggled into him. A tiny part of his brain recognized what just happened, but for the most part, he focused on the interior of the barn.

Though it felt a hundred times creepier in here, there was no sign of any ghosts. Josh had expected all of the visible energy from outside jammed into this tiny space. That there was nothing set him on edge even more.

Whisper shuddered against him. Zach and Kendra stood in the exact center of the floor plan and snapped picture after picture. They didn't stop to examine any of the shots. Josh raised his camera to take a few of his own when movement caught his eye in the hayloft.

Before he could ask what it was, Zach's voice rang though the small space. "Cool, it's the headless henchman." Kendra squealed as if she had found a basket of kittens.

Josh whirled around and saw it in the far corner. It made no move, but ill intent bled off. If it had eyes, he imagined they'd be sizing the group up.

"What is it?" Whisper asked.

Josh almost blurted out that it was a ghost, but that wasn't the full truth. It felt like all of the other apparitions they'd encountered, but there was something more to it. Much more, and he couldn't begin to explain. At least he had the wherewithal to snap a few pictures.

"There he is," Zach said, pointing up to the hayloft. Josh's attention shifted. Whatever Zach saw must've been what he noticed a minute ago.

The farmer looked down at them. Like the headless ghost, an aura of something more surrounded him, like extra power from beyond the grave. Whisper stiffened, and Josh felt his own legs turn to jelly.

Though the farmer was mostly transparent, he looked like he could do some actual damage. Especially since he held an overlarge machete in one hand. The look in his eyes said he both knew how to use it and wouldn't hesitate to do so.

"This is so cool," Zach said.

Kendra let out a shriek like she'd just found a great deal on a new purse. "So awesome, babe. Keep taking pictures."

Josh turned to Whisper and saw she agreed with him. This was anything but cool and awesome. Kendra did remind him, however, that he had a camera. He pointed it up towards the farmer and snapped away. Whisper joined in.

"Leave, Ghost Betweens," the farmer said. His mouth moved, but the words came to Josh's mind, not his ears. "You're not wanted here."

"But we are here," Whisper said. Josh was impressed with the forcefulness she put into her voice.

But it hadn't been her voice. Not really. He'd heard her in his mind, too, like the farmer.

Scuffling in the corner reminded him the headless ghost was still there. It stalked forward a few steps, and Josh had the distinct feeling it'd be salivating if it had a mouth.

"I can't hold him back much longer, Ghost Betweens. He may not have the power to destroy you, but I assure you your friends will become meat ribbons in short order." The farmer pointed at Zach and Kendra, who seemed oblivious to the conversation and kept snapping shots.

"What are Ghost Betweens?" Josh said. He meant to say it out loud, but the words traveled through his mind before they reached his lips. He wanted to ask more, but the sensation of telepathy, or whatever this was, stunned him.

"Don't play coy with me." The farmer took a step forward, off of the hayloft, and floated down to the ground.

"Cool," Zach and Kendra said simultaneously. It might have been funny in another circumstance, but right now Josh wasn't laughing.

"Your friends can stay," the farmer said, motioning at Zach and Kendra with his huge blade. "But you two must leave."

"You just said you'd let the headless one kill them," Whisper said.

"Alone they're safe. Don't test our patience any longer by lingering."

When they didn't move, the farmer nodded. The headless one leapt forward.
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For the first time, fear etched itself onto Zach and Kendra's faces. Whisper latched onto Josh's arm, and at the same time they yelled, "Stop!" A tingly sensation ran down his arm to Whisper's grip and exploded out. The headless ghost crumpled to the dirt a few feet from them, and the farmer fell backwards against the wall.

"Come on," Josh shouted, leading the way to the barn door. He was afraid for a second it wouldn't budge, but one push brought it swinging open. They sprinted out into the middle of the field, away from the barn. Halfway between it and the farmhouse, they stopped, far enough away from the influence of the farmer and his headless minion. Josh had no clue how he knew this, but it was true. Whisper nodded, giving him a knowing look as if she could read his mind. And maybe she could.

"What the hell was all that back there?" Zach said. He looked shaken, but his smile was coming back.

"Yeah," Kendra said. "That was neat until the headless thing jumped. I thought it was going to rip us to shreds."

"It was," Whisper said. "I don't know why it stopped, but I'm glad it did."

"That was just plain weird," Zach said. "The farmer ghost looked like he was talking, but no sound came out. And did you see him float down? That was epic!"

"Yeah, he floated. He's a ghost, Zachy dear."

"I know, but it was still cool."

Josh looked around the fields. So he, Whisper, and the farmer really had been talking with their minds. He shook his head, not wanting to think about it, and concentrated on their surroundings. There were more ghosts, more full-bodied apparitions, and most were looking at their little group. They weren't happy, but they kept their distance. Why? Not that he was complaining.

Whisper touched his arm, breaking his concentration.

"Earth to Josh," Zach said. "You with us, buddy?"

"Come on, Joshy. Don't go all mopey on us."

"Sorry. I was just . . . does it look like there are more ghost to you guys?"

Whisper nodded, surveying their surroundings, though Zach and Kendra both shook their heads.

"Sigh, Joshy, the farmer guy and that headless thing must've messed with you."

"Yeah, dude, I see occasional blips of light and all, but nothing more than we've been seeing. Nothing like in the barn." He smiled. "How cool was that? I mean, seriously. I hope those pictures turn out okay."

"I know, right?" Kendra said. "Let's go see if the farmhouse has anything near as cool as that."

As they started walking, Josh leaned down and whispered in Whisper's ear. "What the hell happened? And what are Ghost Betweens?"

"I don't know. Do you think Mr. Baxter will? And were we really talking to that thing with our minds?"

"If we weren't, we both have a heck of an imagination."

She giggled, though it had a humorless frantic quality to it, and they did their best to keep up with Zach and Kendra, who were so excited they were practically running.

As the group approached the farmhouse, streaks of light shot past them. Whisper ducked a few times, but the energy ran right through both Zach and Kendra without them reacting at all. When they reached the old rickety picket fence that surrounded the house, the lights stopped. He looked up at the hanging tree to see if the residual ghost was still there, but it held nothing.

"It's all gone," Whisper said. "Even at the barn."

Josh looked around and saw she was right. The creepy feeling that had ruled over him since they stepped out of the dirt parking lot had dissipated. What did it mean?

"Look, there she is," Zach said. He pointed to the front door of the farmhouse, and a girl about their age stepped out. He'd never seen her at school before. Had she been here the whole time? Maybe she was exploring the place, too.

Whisper wore the same look of confusion he guessed was on his own face, but both Zach and Kendra were smiling with recognition. They'd met her before? Why hadn't they mentioned that? It wasn't like Kendra to keep news of a new friend from him.

Zach and Kendra hustled over to the gate while the girl walked out of the front door. The girl smiled, and Zach and Kendra, looking giddy, waved back. Josh could feel something wasn't right, and when he turned to Whisper, she was staring back at him, fear on her face. They walked up to the gate behind their friends, but with more caution.

"Hi, everyone. Nice to finally meet you. I've watched you taking pictures from my window, but I've been too sick to come greet you."

From up close, Josh could see how beautiful this girl really was. She was tall, taller than he or Zach, who both stood at a shade under six feet. She dwarfed Kendra and Whisper, both of whom came up only to their chins. She had long blonde hair that ran halfway down her back, and her womanly curves could have been intoxicating.

If evil didn't bleed out of her every pore.

"Hi," Kendra said. "Zach and I saw you the other day. Remember? We waved at you."

"Yeah. That was super sweet of you. Would you four care to come in? I can make us up some tea and cookies. Or whatever you're in the mood for."

"That sounds great," Zach said, and Kendra enthusiastically nodded beside him.

The girl's piercing eyes looked at Josh, then Whisper. What color were they? They weren't changing were they? No, it had to be a trick of the light.

"Uh, we're actually here for a school project," Whisper said. "We should probably just keep taking pictures." Josh nodded and echoed the sentiments.

The girl flashed a grin that chilled his blood. "Suit yourself. I trust you can find your way out?" She didn't wait for an answer and instead turned to Zach and Kendra. "Shall we?"

They both followed without looking back. Josh and Whisper watched until the front door closed.

"I don't think they're safe in there," Whisper said, her voice as quiet as her name.

"I don't think we could have stopped them."

"Did you feel the energy on her?" Whisper shuddered. "It was evil. Pure evil."

Josh continued staring at the door, willing his two friends to come to their senses and return to them. "Maybe since they don't feel it, it means they'll be safe."

Whisper didn't answer.

After a minute, Josh shook his head. "They're not coming out. Should we take some more pictures?"

Whisper sighed. "Yeah, I suppose. Maybe for a few minutes anyway. Then we can come back to make sure they're okay."

"It's a plan." Though the atmosphere wasn't as ramped up as it had been a few minutes ago, supernatural feelings crept back in. He turned and snapped off three quick shots. When he looked at the last one, he gasped. "Whisper, take a look."

She pushed close to him, which registered in a part of his brain, but he was mostly focused on the picture. "Oh my god, what's that behind him?"

The picture was of an old farmer, a different one from the barn, smiling and waving at them. Something about him, though, said it wasn't in a friendly manner. What she referred to was in the frame over the ghost's shoulder.

Whisper stepped away, aimed her own camera in that direction, and started snapping. After a dozen or so pictures, they looked down and gasped.

"It's like an army of ghosts," Josh said. They looked up, and before their eyes, the ghosts they saw in the pictures materialized. Ill intentions bled off each and every one.

"Run?" Whisper asked in a meek voice.

"Run," Josh answered.

They took off towards his car, and didn't look back. Ghosts popped up in the fields and shot forward, but none touched them. Josh, being a wide receiver on the football team, had no doubt about his own running abilities, but he was impressed by Whisper, who kept up with him stride for stride. By the time they rounded the corner of the farm buildings and hit the driveway, the unnatural feelings of terror faded, and both ventured a look back.

"Nothing," she said between gasps for breath. "It's like they vanished."

"I don't think they can't pass out of the fields. Around this corner is a safe zone." He led her to his car. "Let's get out of here."

She glanced back towards the fields, and then nodded. "Do you suppose they're okay? Kendra and Zach?"

"I don't know. I hope so. If they couldn't feel the evil on her, maybe they're immune. Besides, I don't think we'd be allowed back right now."

She bit her lower lip and nodded. They climbed into the car and sped away.

*****

Josh listened to Zach's voicemail greeting and hung up. Whisper did the same with her phone. "Voicemail?" he asked, and she nodded.

"I almost left a message, and then I figured it'd be better to just text her. How about you?"

"Yeah, I figured the same thing." He sighed. "I feel bad about bailing on them, but how dumb were they to go in the house with her?"

"I know. Nothing we can do about it now. I don't want to think about what would have happened if we stayed." She took a deep breath. "It was all I could do to not throw up I was so scared."

Josh snickered. "I wonder if the ghosts would've slipped in it."

"The floating ones wouldn't," she said, trying to keep a straight face, "but some looked like they were actually running on the ground. Maybe they would've, and then tripped the others up."

"Now that I would have wanted a picture of."

They both lost it and started laughing hard. It felt good after the afternoon they had. When they wound down, he reached over and squeezed her hand. He did it so fast, he didn't even realize what he had done until they touched. Though it felt right, what would she think? To his delight, she squeezed back.

He started to ask her out, but before he could, she said, "We should probably exchange phone numbers. I'll call you if I hear from them, and you do the same."

"Yeah," he said. "Good idea."

They saved each other's number in their phones, and he told himself to ask, but the moment had passed. Whisper said goodbye, and hopped out of the car. He watched her walk up to her front door, and after she turned and waved, he drove off. Crap, why had he chickened out? She squeezed back. She'd say yes. But some girls did that sort of stuff with their friends, right? Damn, why did this girl stuff have to be so complicated? Why couldn't he understand them half as well as Zach?

As he entered his house, he could tell Mom wasn't home, but had been. She must've traded for a later shift at the store. He walked into the kitchen and found a note confirming that. She wouldn't be home until after ten. He groaned when she reminded him to look for a job this weekend. He'd hoped she'd forgotten about that. When he opened the fridge to find something for dinner, he got a pleasant surprise. She'd gone on a full-fledged grocery shopping trip. He inspected the freezer and cabinets, too, and found plenty of choices for dinner.

As he popped a frozen pizza into the oven, his phone buzzed. He found a text from Zach. He and Kendra were home safe and they'd see him on Monday. He sent back a quick reply, and as he put the phone in his pocket, his ringtone fired up. He checked it, and his heart started racing. Whisper.

"Hi," he said, hoping he sounded casual.

"Hey. I just wanted to let you know I got a text from Kendra. She says she and Zach are home and fine."

"Yeah. I just got the same message from Zach. I was about to call you."

She giggled. He loved hearing her make that sound. "I guess we're on the same wavelength, huh?"

"How much more blatant does the girl need to be?" a voice in the back of his mind, which sounded an awful lot like a mix between Kendra and Zach, shouted.

"Yeah, I guess we are. He said he'd see me on Monday. Do you think I should call him tomorrow, though?"

"I think so. I'll call Kendra, too. How about we talk tomorrow night? We can compare notes. And we can see if we almost call at the same time again."

"Yeah. We'll see if it's exact and we get each other's voicemail."

She laughed. "That'd be something."

"It would be. So tomorrow night, then?"

"Sounds good. Talk to you then."

"Okay. See ya."

"Bye."

He hung up and wanted to smack his head against the countertops and then throw himself into the oven. What was wrong with him? He could have offered to buy her dinner or something with the excuse of talking about Zach and Kendra in person. Two perfect opportunities in one day, and he'd let both fly right out the window. Stupid!

As his pizza heated, he headed upstairs to email Mr. Baxter a few paragraphs about their adventure. He left out the part about Zach, Kendra, and the blonde girl for now because he wanted to talk to Zach before he brought anything up. He promised some good pictures. He knew he and Whisper had plenty, and he couldn't imagine Zach and Kendra didn't capture anything, even if they weren't as creeped out.

About a minute after he sent it, Mr. Baxter replied. It was short and simple. "Great! I can't wait to see them and hear your stories first-hand. We'll talk Monday after school." He noticed Mr. Baxter had ignored his question about the farmer ghost calling him and Whisper Ghost Betweens, and how they'd talked to the ghost in their minds. Fine. He'd make sure that was answered on Monday.

He forwarded the message to Zach, Kendra, and Whisper, and then put his computer to sleep. The pizza smelled about done.
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Josh wiped his hands on his shorts and stood up from the bench press. Not bad. Eight reps at 200 pounds. He could do more, but didn't need to blow anything out today. He loved early spring football. Weights on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and some sort of running exercise on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The best part was they were out of there right when the bell rang. Come football practice in the fall, they'd be on the field until early evening, usually after dark.

He stood back while Zach spotted Greg, another receiver on the team. Greg wouldn't have any trouble with the weight, so Josh zoned out for a minute. It'd been a nice day. Zach and Kendra had been their normal chatty selves, and Whisper had been extra flirty with him. He had no doubt she'd go out with him now; it was just a matter of waiting for that perfect opportunity to ask. They'd talked for an hour on the phone both Saturday and Sunday. After comparing their phone calls to Zach and Kendra, which they found quite similar--both Zach and Kendra had been in a hurry to get off the phone, but otherwise sounded fine--they'd talked about each other for the rest of the hour, and then again on Sunday. By the end of the call on Sunday, he'd felt confident about going out with her, but since they couldn't really do anything during the week, he figured it'd be better to ask in person. It was eerie, really, how well he got on with her. He'd never been able to talk with girls, except Kendra. But she was like a sister, not a real girl.

"Earth to Josh, Earth to Josh." He shook his head and saw Zach waving him over to the bicep curl bars.

"Sorry. Off in my own little world."

Zach and Greg chuckled, and as he walked over to them, he ran into Bill Jefferson, one of the starting linebackers. "Watch where you're going, Hart." He said it with a snarl on his face, but a smile in his eyes. Though they'd never been real friends, he and Bill had always been on good terms.

"Sorry, Jefferson. Wouldn't want to hurt the stud linebacker."

"I was worried more about you." This time the smile spread over his entire face and he gave Josh a light punch to the shoulder.

Zach exploded towards Bill. "What the hell, Jefferson? You trying to start something with my boy?" He cocked his fist back and clocked Bill in the face. Bill fell back, luckily away from any machines or other weights, though blood streamed out of his nose. Zach jumped on top of him, but before he could start pounding, a bunch of guys, Josh included, pulled him off. Bill, now over his shock, leapt up and looked ready to throw down for real, but too many guys were in the way. And by that time, Coach Martin was there, clearing a path to get to Zach.

"What the hell's going on here?" bellowed Coach Martin.

"He hit me," Bill said, pointing at Zach.

"He hit Josh," Zach said, now as calm as if he were in class ready to take a test.

"Bullshit," Bill yelled.

Everyone looked at Josh. "We were just joking around. I don't know why he jumped Bill." Zach looked as if they were debating which weights to lift next.

Coach Martin dragged Zach towards the door. "Jefferson, get to the nurses office. The rest of you knuckleheads should get back to lifting. Coach Roberts is in charge."

The JV football coach stepped forward and barked, "You heard Coach Martin. Get to work."

Josh ran over to Zach before he was out the door and said, "Why did you do that?"

With his free hand, Zach shoved Josh away. "Get away from me."

Coach Martin yanked him out the door, and Josh heard him say, "I don't know what the hell your problem is today, Riley, but you need to knock it the hell off if you want to stay on this team."

Something had happened in that house on Friday. Something that had changed Zach. He never did anything like this. Was Kendra affected, too? He'd have to take her aside and really dig into what happened on Friday.

"Hey, Josh," Greg called. "Might as well finish our workout."

"Yeah, alright." All that could wait until after school.

*****

Josh and Whisper arrived at Mr. Baxter's room at the same time. Before he could get a word out about Zach, she said, "Kendra got in a fight in sixth period. She hit a girl in the face and bloodied her nose."

They stepped inside, and he said, "Zach did the same thing. All because the guy was joking around with me and hit me in the shoulder. He went nuts."

"She did too. The girl told Kendra to shut up. And she was totally kidding when she said it."

At the same time, they said, "Something happened in the farmhouse on Friday." They looked at each other and laughed.

After a few seconds, Whisper pulled herself together. "We shouldn't laugh. This is serious."

Josh, with a smile still on his lips, said, "Yeah, I know. I had to fight hard not to say 'Jinx,' though."

A grin crossed her face again. "I know, me too. But what about them? Neither seem like fighters to me."

He shook his head. "They're not. Zach mouths off when he's pissed, but he wouldn't ever hit anyone. And Kendra gets in people's faces, but she's all talk, too. This isn't either of them."

They looked around, noticing for the first time that Mr. Baxter wasn't there. "Think he went up to the office?" Whisper asked.

"I don't know. Maybe he left a note."

They looked on his desk, his podium, and a few of the other tables around the room, but no note. Just as they finished exploring, Mr. Baxter walked in.

"Sorry about that," he said. "I went to check my mailbox, and I saw Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps. Did you two see the confrontations?"

They both nodded and relayed their stories. When they finished, Mr. Baxter nodded. "They're both calm as can be in there now. Looking at them you'd think they were in the office simply to deliver a message, not find out how long their in-school suspension will be."

"There's something I didn't mention in the email to you on Friday," Josh said.

"Let me guess. About Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps?"

He nodded. "We met a girl there. She looked to be about our age, and they both seemed to recognize her, but she doesn't go to this school. When we got close, I felt really freaked out." He motioned to Whisper. "We both did."

She nodded. "But they seemed enthralled with her. She invited us all into her house, but Josh and I declined. Zach and Kendra couldn't wait to go in, though. It was really weird."

"And you let them?"

Josh felt his cheeks burn. He'd been admonishing himself for that very thing all weekend. "I don't think we could have stopped them."

"Yeah," Whisper said. "They were going in. Sorry. We should have tried harder."

"No, no, you did the right thing. If it's what I think it is, it would have been nothing but trouble. But can you two do me a favor?"

They both nodded.

"Good. It's going to sound really weird, but trust me. I want you to go back to the farm. Don't take any pictures, and I only want you to be there about five minutes."

"If we're not taking pictures, what do you want us to do?" Whisper asked.

"I want you to turn invisible."

Josh and Whisper frowned and looked at each other.

"I know it sounds strange, impossible even, but listen. Unless I'm totally off the mark here, and I don't believe I am, you'll be able to do this with no problems. You won't actually turn invisible, only to the ghosts. Just tell yourself that you're invisible, and it'll happen. Keep repeating it, and you'll stay that way. I want you to walk around the farm for five minutes to get used to it. Don't worry about running into the ghosts. If they can't see you, they can't feel you. But stay away from that farmhouse. The girl you saw shouldn't come out, but don't tempt her. Okay?"

"Yeah, sure," Josh said, and Whisper agreed. It sounded crazy, but was it really any crazier than what they'd gone through so far?

"Let me have your camera, Mr. Hart. I'll take a look at the pictures tonight. And do you have that disc, Ms. Douglas?"

She nodded and pulled out a CD, he assumed with all of her pictures since she was using her own camera. Josh pulled his out and handed it to Mr. Baxter. "I hope Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps are taking care of their cameras. Those are expensive."

Josh wanted to reassure him, say that both were very responsible with stuff that wasn't theirs, but after today, he didn't know what was up with them.

"What's really going on, Mr. Baxter?" Whisper asked. "You're not telling us near enough."

"Yeah. And how come you ignored some of my questions?"

He sighed. "Go be invisible today, and I promise I'll tell you everything tomorrow. Deal?"

Josh started to argue, but Whisper put a hand on his arm. "That's fine. We'll go."

"Good. And shoot me an email when you get home so I know how it went. Though I have no doubt you'll do fine."
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On the drive to the farm, Josh and Whisper discussed Zach and Kendra, but then they drifted on to how each other's day was. Josh had a feeling she was anxious to talk about anything other than the strange errand Mr. Baxter had sent them on. That was fine with him; he felt the same way. Neither mentioned the sign, which this time read, "Good to see you again."

As they pulled into the dirt driveway, he figured they'd better start talking about it. "So, you think this is for real?"

"I have no idea, but I guess it won't hurt to try. If it doesn't work, we can sprint back here like we did on Friday."

He nodded. Yeah, that made a lot of sense. "But we have to take it seriously. If we don't, it might not work."

She gave a little laugh. "It might not work anyway, but I agree. Mr. Baxter seems to believe in us, so I say we should, too." She paused for a second. "I haven't known Mr. Baxter for very long, but for some reason I trust him. He's not telling us much yet, but that's for our own good." She shrugged. "I don't know if I'm being naive, but that's how I feel."

"I know. I feel the same way. I never really had much to do with him before all of this started last week. He was just my teacher, but now I trust him with my life, and I don't know why."

"Yeah. It's weird."

He reached over and took her hand. To his delight, she didn't pull away, and in fact squeezed back. They shared a smile, and then let go and left the car.

"So we just have to say we're invisible, and we'll be invisible to the ghosts."

"Yeah," she said. "No doubts allowed. If you have any, get rid of them here."

He took a deep breath. "Okay. Let's go."

"Should we turn invisible?"

"Not yet. Let's see if we can do it with the ghosts coming at us. Trust yourself, but be ready to run." He glanced over and saw her nod. He also saw her camera in her hand. "Whisper, your camera. Remember, Mr. Baxter said to not take pictures, just walk around invisible."

She hesitated, but then nodded and put it away in her purse, which she slung over her shoulder. "Okay, I'm ready."

They rounded the corner towards the fields. Right away they saw a ton of ghosts--from balls and streaks of energy to partial and full apparitions. There were more than ever. They strode forward, and caught the attention of the nearest spirits. The energy of the place turned from lightly creepy to full-blown scary.

"Do it," Josh said. "Believe in yourself."

He muttered over and over that he was invisible, and he assumed Whisper did the same. The hateful energy dropped, and the ghosts stopped in their tracks, confused for a moment, and then continued in their aimless wandering. Josh looked at Whisper and motioned for them to head into the fields.

As they stepped into the first dusty field, he realized this would be the big test. He repeated that he was invisible, over and over. Nothing looked their way. He made sure to step as close as he dared to a few of the specters, and they didn't glance at him. He looked back at Whisper and saw her face etched in concentration. He guessed his looked the same.

"Let's try talking," he said. "Keep up the mantra of invisibility in your mind, but carry on a conversation with me. I want to see if we can multi-task like this."

"Good idea. It may come in handy later."

"I thought we'd walk around the barn and head straight back to the car. That should be about five minutes if we keep a good pace."

"Fine, but don't get too close to it." She paused. "This is actually kind of cool. Are you looking at some of the spirits?"

"Trying my best not to." Though the creepy feelings had died down considerably, it was still buzzing inside of him.

"They look human. Just, I don't know, faded. Transparent."

As they marched deeper into the property, he checked out the nearest one. It was an old farmer. Its face had a leathery look of spending far too much time in the sun. Though he couldn't tell what color its eyes or hair were, he could see the textures that showed they were real. The ghost's chest even heaved, its nostrils flared, as if it were breathing.

"You're right. That's pretty neat."

As they neared the barn, the door opened and the headless ghost wandered out. Josh braced himself, ready to run, but kept the mantra up. He wouldn't let the invisibility drop if he could help it.

The ghost looked like it was searching for them. If it had a head, it would have been on a swivel. Josh grabbed Whisper's hand, and they continued on their wide berth around the barn.

Whisper pointed up at one of the barn's upper windows. "The farmer. I don't think he can see us."

"But he senses us. They both do."

"Stay invisible and we'll be fine." She sounded brave, but he heard a waver in her voice.

They continued around the barn and headed towards the farm's driveway. Once they were halfway back, Josh felt the iron band that had latched itself around his chest loosen, though he made sure to keep the invisibility up. They made it to the edge of the fields with no problems, and then again around the corner to the driveway. Even though they were back on safe ground, he had trouble stopping himself from saying the words. "If those ghosts find a way to make it off the farm grounds tonight, I'll be safe. I can't stop telling myself I'm invisible."

"You and me both," she said with a laugh.

They pulled out of the driveway with no problems. That was almost too easy.
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Neither said much on the way back to Whisper's house. The thought of walking invisible amongst the evil ghosts was almost too much to comprehend. For all he knew, most people could do it if they put their minds to it. Or maybe it had to do with what the ghost farmer called them: Ghost Betweens. Mr. Baxter had some explaining to do.

When they pulled up in front of her house, he couldn't help but noticed how nervous she seemed. Was she afraid the ghosts might have followed them or something? Before he could ask her what was the matter, she blurted out, "Want to come in?"

He stared at her for a second, not quite sure she had actually asked him that.

"Sorry," she said, blushing. "You probably need to get home. It was stupid of me."

"No, no, I'd love to come in. My mom won't be home until after eight, so it's fine."

Relief flooded her face. "Good. We can send an email to Mr. Baxter together. Maybe he'll even give us some sort of clue about what's going on."

"Yeah, so far he explains American History way better than this ghost thing."

They walked up to her house with Josh's heart beating a mile a minute. He hoped her parents were nice. He hoped they liked him. And most importantly, he hoped they didn't mind Whisper inviting him in.

The inside of the house both looked and smelled neat and clean. It didn't seem lived in yet. He supposed that was to be expected after only a week or two. No boxes littered the floors of the living room, but he could tell it was a work in progress. Nothing hung on the walls, and he guessed there'd be a few more pieces of furniture in the mostly empty room before too long.

Whisper seemed to sense his train of thoughts. "Mom and Dad were going to get everything fixed up this weekend, but other things got in the way. Moving is hard work." She smiled. "I liked it better when I was younger. I wasn't expected to put in as much labor."

"Yeah," he said with a laugh. "Parents certainly know how to find stuff to take up our time."

"You said it. Mom, Dad, I'm home! I brought company!"

A woman walked out from what Josh guessed was the kitchen. Right away there was no doubt she was Whisper's mom. They looked almost exactly alike, with just a few years difference. In fact, he might have guessed older sister if he didn't already know Whisper was an only child.

"Hi, sweetie. Who's your friend?"

"This is Josh from the digital camera club."

"So this is Josh. Whisper has told us about you. It's nice to meet you." She stuck out her hand, and he shook it.

"Hi, Mrs. Douglas. Nice to meet you." Whisper had talked about him? That was good news, right?

"Are you staying for dinner? I was thinking about testing out one of the local pizza delivery places."

He looked at Whisper to see if she'd think it was okay. When a smile greeted him, he nodded. "Sure, thank you. I'd love to stay."

"Great. Any recommendations?"

"Yeah, we always go to Roni Peppers. It's really good."

"What a cute name. Yes, we definitely have to try that one."

A new voice sounded from behind Josh. Whisper's dad. Had to be. "What's this? We've been here a week and my baby girl's already bringing home boys?"

Whisper turned scarlet. "Daddy, don't embarrass me."

Mr. Douglas smiled at Josh and gave him a wink. "Hi there. Sean Douglas. Did I hear you're the infamous Josh?"

"Daddy!"

"Uh, yeah, that would be me." They shook hands.

"I'm teasing on the infamous part. It's just that Whisper has spoken very highly of you."

"Daddy!"

"What? I can't give the boy a compliment?"

Wow, had she really said good things about him, or was Mr. Douglas teasing again? "Thank you, sir," was all he could think to say.

"You got it, son." He turned to Mrs. Douglas. "Now what was this I heard about pizza? I'm famished."

"As soon as I know the number, I'll order a few up. You want to look it up, dear? What's it called again, Josh? A cute name, I remember that."

"Roni Peppers."

"Roni Peppers? Yeah, I think I noticed that. In the shopping center on Strafford Street, right?"

"Yes, sir."

Mr. Douglas pulled out a phone and started tapping away on it. Whisper leaned over to Josh and said, "He got an Internet-ready phone right before we left. It's his new passion. And of course Wi-Fi and our desktop were the first things set up."

Mrs. Douglas joined in. "Yeah, God forbid we have beds or anything. Nothing's more important than Wi-Fi or that phone."

"You won't be complaining when I have that phone number."

Mrs. Douglas and Whisper rolled their eyes at the same time.

Josh had to cover his mouth to stifle a laugh. He couldn't remember if his parents had ever been so playful. Probably, as Mom always spoke fondly of Dad.

"It's important to be connected to the world. Isn't that right, Josh?"

He wasn't sure, but he guessed he should side with her dad and hope it didn't cost him any points with Whisper or her mom. "Yes, sir. Can't live without the Internet."

"Exactly. Hang on to this one, Whisper. He knows the ways of the world."

Whisper burned red again. "Daddy, stop it!"

"You know he's only going to keep it up, honey," Mrs. Douglas said. "Why don't you two head to your room and get started on your homework or whatever you had planned. And make sure you keep the door open."

She grabbed his arm and pulled him out of the living room towards a hallway. "We will," she called over her shoulder.

The hallway turned to the right, and they were greeted by two doors on the left, one on the right, and a door that led to a big bedroom, obviously her parents' room, at the end. Her room was the one on the right. He held his breath as they turned in. Besides Kendra's, and she didn't really count, he hadn't ever been in a girl's room. Well, at least not since early elementary school when it was still okay to play with girls without the social stigma of boyfriend-girlfriend and all that.

Her room turned out to be pretty bare, just a bed, a chest of drawers, and a computer on a desk. Nothing hung on the walls. "We're going to paint it sometime in the next couple of weeks," she said. "That's why it's so boring now." He couldn't help but wonder what it'd look like once she was done with it. Hopefully he'd still be invited in here so he could see.

"I'm so sorry about my parents," she said. "My dad can be obnoxious."

"No worries. Does he do that to all the boys you bring home?"

"I'm sure he would, but I can't say for sure. You're the first."

Wow, she was so pretty he figured she'd had a ton of boyfriends where she used to live.

She smiled and blushed. Or maybe she still hadn't paled from all the blushing she did in the living room. "Anyway, I guess you can tell they're going to assume you're my boyfriend. Sorry."

Josh started to speak, had his voice catch in his throat, and tried again. "Since they're going to think it anyway, maybe we can, I don't know, go out sometime. See if we can be boyfriend and girlfriend."

She rolled her eyes, but smiled brighter. "It's about time you asked. I was beginning to wonder."

It was his turn to blush. "I didn't want to ruin anything between us. You're new here, and we were getting along and all. I didn't know if you had many other friends yet or what. I just . . . I just didn't want to mess anything up."

She watched him, and he could tell she was trying hard to not crack up. "You finished?" she asked, in a careful voice edged with laughter.

"Yeah."

She glanced at the door, and then melted into him for a big hug. He stopped breathing. "I like you. A lot. As a friend and as, well, a boy."

She let go, flashing him another smile, and turned to the computer. "We should probably email Mr. Baxter. I'm sure he's waiting for us."

Josh nodded. "When I emailed him on Friday, he responded in less than a minute. I wonder why he doesn't come with us to the farm if he's so excited about it."

"I wonder the same thing. Maybe he'll tell us tomorrow." She glanced again at the door, and he got the idea they might be making out right now if it were closed. The butterflies already flapping around in his stomach swarmed.

The computer gave a ding announcing it was ready. They turned towards it, and she fired up her email. "I guess a simple message, huh?"

"Yeah, tell him that it went off without a hitch. We walked around for five minutes and the ghosts couldn't see us. Not much more to say than that." He reached down and squeezed her hand. "At least that a teacher needs to know about."

She leaned in closer to him, glanced over at the door, and then turned back to the computer. Wow, she almost kissed him despite the open door. The butterflies threatened to fly up his throat. Would he have the guts to lean over and plant a kiss on her next time they were alone?

"There, sent," she said. "Should we send one to Kendra and Zach, too? See what happened to them?"

"Yeah, good idea. You send one to Kendra, and I'll log onto my email and hit one to Zach."

Before she even started, Mr. Baxter's reply came. "Excellent. That's exactly what I thought would happen. I'll explain tomorrow after school. I promise."

"That's that," Josh said. "Guess there's nothing to do about the ghosts but wait."

She nodded and typed before turning the computer over to him. Both their emails were basically identical. They steered clear of asking why they got in the fight and simply asked what the consequences would be. In-house suspensions, for sure. Who knew what else? Josh had never been in a fight, so he didn't know the protocol. Whisper had the same experiences at her old schools.

As they waited for a reply, they got started on their homework. They both had Algebra 2 with Mr. Harris, and though they had it at different times, their classes were on the same lesson. They were able to check each others work, and give each other help on the tougher problems. Zach and Kendra were both a year behind him in math, so this was a treat to be able to share homework with someone. Plus, damn, she looked cute when she concentrated.

Before they finished the entire assignment, and before any email reply from their friends, the doorbell rang. Whisper leaned over and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. "Figured we were safe enough for that. Can you stay after dinner to finish this? It's nice to have help and support."

Though Whisper wasn't wearing any lipstick that he could tell, maybe clear lip gloss, he felt like she'd left a big lip print on his cheek. He managed to keep his voice under control when he said, "Yeah, we can finish. We should make this a daily thing. I liked the support, too."

She smiled and ran her hand along his cheek. A knock on her doorframe brought out a gasp from both of them.

"And that's why we want the door open, you two balls of hormones," her dad said. "Dinner's ready."

"We weren't doing anything, Daddy. Just homework."

"Yeah, looked like it," he called over his shoulder.

"Good thing he didn't see you kiss me," Josh said in a low voice, bringing out a giggle in her.

They shut their math books and headed out to the dining room.

*****

"Good recommendation, Josh," Mrs. Douglas said. "Funny name, but excellent pizza."

"Yeah, it's better than those chain stores. Though I usually eat frozen pizza, so any delivery is great."

"Frozen pizza isn't bad," Mr. Douglas said. "Anymore, anyway. You should have tried it when I was younger. You know that cardboard that comes underneath the crust to keep it in shape?"

Josh had just taken a huge bite, so he could only nod. Whisper tried to hide a smile next to him. Had he looked stupid taking such a big bite, or was she just laughing at her dad's timing with the question?

"That's what the pizza itself used to taste like. Cardboard. Smothered with toppings that did little to hide the wooden taste."

Whisper turned to Josh. "Ask him about going to school. He used to have to walk uphill both ways. In the freezing snow one way, and desert heat the other."

With a deadpan straight face, her father nodded. "Growing up was hell back then. Plus, our video games were 2D. None of those lifelike 3D graphics for us. You kids today would have died. Curled up in little balls and died."

Josh laughed, while Whisper and her mom rolled their eyes. "Yeah, nowadays we play those big boxy video games you had right on our tiny phones. And we don't have to pay 25 cents a play."

Mr. Douglas nodded and turned to Whisper. "I like him. You can keep him."

"Daddy, would you knock it off."

Mrs. Douglas jumped in. "Eat your pizza, Sean." Josh could tell she was fighting hard not to lose herself to laughter.

Mr. Douglas finished his last bite of pizza, and then put on a serious face. "Okay, Josh. Fun's over. I have to ask the tough dad questions. You understand, right? Since you're dating my daughter and all." Josh's stomach tightened a bit, but he relaxed when Mr. Douglas gave him a wink.

"Daddy, we haven't even gone out on a date yet. Would you stop embarrassing me?"

"It's okay, Whisper," Josh said. "Do your worst, sir."

That earned him a quick smile, which quickly faded back to the no-nonsense face. "Good. How long have you lived here?"

"My whole life. Same house since I was an infant."

"Mom? Dad? Both?"

"Just a mom. My dad died when I was seven."

The eating stopped. Whisper gasped and gripped his forearm. "I just thought your parents were divorced."

"We're so sorry, sweetheart," Mrs. Douglas said while her husband nodded.

Josh shrugged and smiled, hoping to keep them from feeling bad. "It was almost ten years ago. You guys didn't do anything wrong in bringing it up."

"What happened?" Mr. Douglas said. "I mean, if you don't mind talking about it."

"No, of course I don't mind." He didn't go out of his way to discuss it, but that didn't mean he couldn't. Though, heck, most of what he knew came from his mother, not his memories. "He died of a brain tumor."

"Brain tumor?" Mrs. Douglas said. "But he had to have been so young."

"29," Josh said. "A couple of months away from 30."

More gasps all around, and Whisper's grip tightened on his wrist.

"He had headaches since he was my age, but never had it checked out. Or, if he did, the doctors didn't find anything. As he got older, the headaches grew worse. About six months before he died, my mom convinced him to see a specialist. It was almost at the inoperable stage, and the surgery they could perform would be a tricky one."

"And he didn't make it through the surgery?" Mrs. Douglas asked.

Josh shook his head. "Didn't even get to it. The night before he was supposed to check into the hospital, he passed in his sleep. When Mom woke up the next morning, he didn't. The paramedics assured us he went peacefully. I don't really remember much of that morning or the days after. Mom says it's a coping mechanism, and I guess I'm sort of glad for it."

"Of course, sweetie," Mrs. Douglas said. She had tears in her eyes, and when he looked at Whisper, who's hand still gripped his arm, she did, too.

He stared down at his plate. "Sorry. I didn't mean to bum everyone out."

"No, don't feel bad, Josh," Mrs. Douglas said. "Thank you for being comfortable enough to share the story with us."

Whisper laid her head onto his shoulder, and he leaned his head against hers. He gave a quick glance at her parents and saw they didn't seem to mind. The moment lasted for an eternity and the blink of an eye, all at once.

Once dinner started again, Mr. Douglas gave a mock frown. "I feel like my serious dad talk backfired. Sorry about that, Josh."

"Don't worry about it. Life happens, right?"

That earned him another smile. "You got that right. Anyway, if Whisper says you're good enough for her, then you're good enough for us."

Instead of more mortification, Whisper beamed at her father. "Thanks, Daddy."

"So you like taking pictures, Josh?" Mrs. Douglas asked.

"Yeah, it's alright."

"Just alright? But you're in a digital photography club."

Oh yeah, he'd forgotten that was the cover for their ghost hunting. "My friend, Zach, likes taking pictures, so when he formed the club, I decided to help. It's better than going straight home after school. Mom's usually working late, so the house is empty anyway."

"That's very nice of you to help your friend. Whisper loves taking pictures, as I'm sure you've seen. When she was younger, she used to have a ton of imaginary friends. She wanted to take pictures so everyone could see what her friends looked like."

He looked at Whisper, and he must've had a strange expression on his face because she blushed and said, "Stupid, yeah, I know."

"No, it's just that I'd totally forgotten about that." They all gave him a funny look, so he continued. "When I was younger, I saw imaginary people all the time. I never thought about taking their pictures. That's brilliant."

She bit her bottom lip and looked down at her plate, but he saw her smile. God, he wanted to make her smile like that all the time. It was cute, gorgeous, and, well, sexy. But he really shouldn't have thoughts like that at the table with her parents.

"Oh, that's wonderful," Mrs. Douglas said. "Two very imaginative people finding each other. I can't wait to see all the great pictures you two take. I'm sure they'll be beautiful."

Josh looked over at Whisper. Was she thinking what he was? Those weren't imaginary people they saw as kids. They'd seen ghosts. The big question he had, though, was why had it started up again after all these years?

*****

"They weren't imaginary people at all, were they?" Whisper asked in a low voice as soon as they were in her room.

Josh shrugged. "I'd pretty much forgotten about seeing them. They were never scary or anything. Not like those on the farm."

"Do you think this is something Mr. Baxter will tell us tomorrow?"

"I don't know." Josh paused for a second. "He said something about you fitting in just fine with us, meaning our little ghost hunting group. He said he saw it in your file."

"My file?"

"Yeah. I kind of doubt anything like that is in your school file. Who is he really? I always just thought he was a history teacher who liked talking about the supernatural in class. But now?"

Whisper nodded. "Yeah. Something really weird is going on. We need to make sure we grill him until he tells us everything." She paused. "He's so secretive, we shouldn't trust him. But . . ."

"Yeah. He's one of the good guys. I can feel it in my bones or soul or whatever."

"Uh-huh. Me, too." Whisper turned to her computer and checked the email. "One from Kendra."

Josh looked over her shoulder. It read: "Zach and I got in-school suspension for the rest of the week. We will be back on our regular schedules next Monday. Both our parents and the school informed us that we are to head directly home after school, so we probably will not see you until next Monday."

"It doesn't sound like Kendra," Josh said. "Too formal."

"Yeah, I don't know her all that well, but I was sort of thinking the same thing." She stood up. "Check to see if Zach sent you one."

Josh clicked over to his account and saw he had a message waiting. They read it, and it was exactly the same as Kendra's. Whisper looked at him, and he nodded.

"Do you think we should forward these to Mr. Baxter? Maybe he'll know what's going on."

"No, but we'll tell him about it tomorrow, and we can show him then if he wants."

"What's going on?" she said. He could tell it was a rhetorical question. He got up and let her have the seat back.

"It's been a strange day, that's for sure." He flashed her a smile. "Can you believe we were invisible to ghosts? Ghosts that wanted to hurt us?"

She gave him his favorite bottom lip-biting smile. "We were kind of like super heroes, right?"

He laughed. "Yeah. I wonder what else we can do."

She gave him a playful nudge. "I don't know, but it probably better involve math."

When they finished their homework, Josh packed his bag. He said a quick goodnight and thanks to her parents, and they walked to his car.

"I'll see you tomorrow," he said.

"Yeah, you're my new lunch buddy since my old one seems to be incarcerated."

They shared a laugh, and then she leaned in and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. Her face exploded in scarlet, and she ran back up to her house, but not before turning around, yelling, "Good night," and waving. Then she was gone.

Josh shook his head, smiled, and drove home. Wow. He had a girlfriend.
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The next day felt weird without Zach. They usually only saw each other in Mr. Baxter's class, at break and lunch, and in football, but just knowing he wasn't going to show for those was strange. Having Whisper all to himself at lunch helped ease the pain. After they finished eating, she even snuggled up against him a bit as they talked. It would have taken a lot to wipe the smile off of his face at that moment. What made it better was that he could swear he saw envious glances from some of the guys passing by.

When they got to Mr. Baxter's class after school, they found him waiting by his computer. He motioned them over to the nearest desks.

"We have a lot to go over, and I don't want to keep you too late, so let's get started." He glanced at the computer screen, where the word processing program had notes on it.

"Should we be writing stuff down?" Josh asked.

"No, Mr. Hart, I think you two will be able to keep up. These are for me. I don't want to leave anything out." He turned back to them. "I'm guessing you already figured out your two friends are possessed."

Josh was about to protest, but held his tongue. That made a lot of sense. Neither Zach nor Kendra had been acting like themselves, that was for sure. He should have guessed they'd been possessed by something. But what? One of the ghosts?

"The thing that keeps that farm living, or unliving we might say, is that girl you saw last week, the one that Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps found so interesting."

Whisper's eyes went wide. "What's her deal? She didn't feel right. She made me, both of us, nervous."

"She's a demon," Mr. Baxter said. "A minor demon, but a demon nonetheless. She's been there for a long, long time. Even before the farm was abandoned."

"A demon?" Whisper asked. "What do you mean?"

"An entity of pure evil."

Josh drew on the horror and fantasy books he'd read, and the movies and TV shows he'd seen that featured demons. "From Hell, right? A minion of the devil?"

"We can discuss the elements of Heaven, Hell, and the Christian afterlife until we're blue in the face. Maybe they're from Hell, maybe Hell doesn't even exist. I don't know, and it's not important right now. Just imagine a demon as a being, flesh and bone, but not human. Her goal is to destroy all that is good, all that decent human beings enjoy."

"But if she's so powerful, why is she stuck on the farm?" Josh asked. "Why hasn't she wandered around town, blowing everything up or whatever?"

"She's chained there. She doesn't have full reign over the entire farmland, just the area right around that farmhouse. But with the ghosts gaining power, showing their presence again, maybe she's getting a bit of her swagger back."

"What does that mean?" Whisper asked. "That she could break out and decimate the town? Or beyond?"

Mr. Baxter shook his head. "She'd have to go through some sort of ceremony to break her shackles. That's why it's so important to get you two up to speed."

"Why us?" Josh said. "That's the part I don't understand. You know, I mean, apart from everything else I don't understand."

Whisper giggled and nodded. "Yeah, I'm at about the same spot."

"You two are Ghost Betweens."

"Ghost Betweens? What does that mean? That's what the farmer at the barn called us."

"How many ghosts did you two see compared to Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps?"

He and Whisper shared a look. "A lot, I guess," Josh said. "Neither of them could see that hanging ghost. And we were seeing all kinds of partial and full apparitions when Zach was complaining that he only saw occasional streaks of light out of the corner of his eye."

"Kendra saw the same things as Zach," Whisper added.

"And you both have seen strange things before. Right?"

Josh nodded, and Whisper said, "Yes, but not for a long time. Not since I was a little kid. I never saw anything by the time I was a teenager."

"Same with me."

"But when you were younger, you saw things. Chalked them up to imaginary friends. Am I right?"

They both nodded.

"But you've been to the farm where this demon resides and those images are back. And much more real. Stop me when I'm wrong."

"Fine, we see ghosts," Josh said. "We can't argue that. But what in the world is a Ghost Between? It's a strange name. I've never heard it before."

He stared at them for a second, gathering their full attention. "You two have powers when it comes to dealing with the supernatural. I've known about you, Mr. Hart, for quite some time. One Ghost Between is almost useless in the war against evil, but where you find one, another will surely follow. I was patient, and here you are, Ms. Douglas."

"Wait, you're saying my dad's company transferred him here because I was needed to help Josh fight an evil demon?

"That's exactly what I'm saying. The fickle hand of fate has been subtly working on getting you here for years. It did it slowly so it would all seem part of the natural flow of life."

"Do you know how insane that sounds?"

"Any more insane than seeing things most people can't?"

"I don't know. Maybe." She slumped her shoulders. "I guess not."

"What kind of powers do we have?" Josh hoped he didn't sound too anxious, but this could be a lot of fun. He hadn't read comic books in years, but he loved the movies about super heroes.

"You've already used two--you can see the supernatural much easier than most people, and you can turn yourself invisible to ghosts. And to a lesser degree the demon. With the success you had yesterday, I think she'll really have to strain to find you. Another thing you can do is read the ghosts. This is sort of like reading their minds. You'll be able to discover who they were when they were alive, how they died, why they haven't moved on. Things of that nature. It might not do you much good at the farm, as those ghosts are drawn there by the demon, but it will help you assist other ghosts out in the world."

"You mean we'll see other ghosts?" Whisper asked.

"Yes. The power is almost always shut off as adolescence approaches, but once it's turned back on, it'll never go away. And you two also have shared powers you can obviously only use when together. How are you two getting along, by the way?"

Josh looked over at Whisper and smiled, while she blushed and bit her bottom lip.

Mr. Baxter chuckled. "Good. I don't need to know anything about your personal life, but this really does go much smoother when the two Ghost Betweens enjoy each other's company.

"Anyway, your first power is easiest. All you need to do is touch each other and concentrate on scaring the ghosts away. Once you practice it a time or two, you'll instantly get any nearby ghosts to run away as if they were terrified."

"Kind of like when Pac-Man eats a big power pellet?" Whisper asked.

Josh laughed. He couldn't help it. The thought of one of those farmer ghosts turning blue and zipping away from them was too funny. Especially since he'd been playing that game on his phone that morning.

"Laugh all you want, Mr. Hart, but that's an almost perfect example. Like in Pac-Man, it'll wear off quickly, so use it to buy yourself some time for whatever you're trying to accomplish at the moment. It often helps with your next power, which is to actually banish the ghosts. This takes a bit more concentration to work."

"So how do we concentrate?" Josh asked. "Is it like when we turned invisible? We just say we want the ghosts gone or something?"

"Something like that. Today's just an explaining day. Tomorrow I'm going to have you two practice, and you'll see how it works. You'll pick it up easily, I have no doubt. You were born to do this."

"How about stunning them?" Josh asked.

Mr. Baxter looked at him, but Josh couldn't read his expression. Finally, he said, "Why would you ask that, Mr. Hart?"

"Remember when we told you about the farmer and the headless ghost at the barn?"

Mr. Baxter nodded, and Whisper's eyes went wide. "Did we do that?"

"I didn't think so, but after hearing about our powers, maybe we did."

"What did you do?" Mr. Baxter asked.

"We stunned the ghosts," Josh said. "The headless one leapt at us, and Whisper grabbed my arm."

"We yelled, "Stop!" at the same time, and the ghosts did."

"How long were they stunned for?" Mr. Baxter's voice strained to get out.

Josh shrugged, and Whispered murmured that she didn't know.

"We ran out of there and didn't look back until we were halfway across the fields," Josh said.

Whisper frowned. "You're making this into a big deal, Mr. Baxter. Why?"

Mr. Baxter shook his head. Josh took it to be not because he didn't want to answer, but because he was buying time, collecting his thoughts. When he did speak, they had to lean forward to hear him.

"Are you sure about this? Did you feel power surge out of you when you stunned them?"

"Yes," Whisper said. "It was like an electrical current ran down my arm to where I touched Josh. Then it jumped out around us."

"That's what it felt like to me, too. As soon as it exploded off of us, the ghosts fell and froze."

Mr. Baxter ran his fingers through his hair, and Josh thought he heard the teacher say, "Wow."

"You never answered Whisper's question, Mr. Baxter. Why is this a big deal?"

"It might not be one at all." Josh could hear the careful treading in Mr. Baxter's voice. "We may be able to chalk it up to beginner's luck."

"But you don't believe that," Whisper said.

He shook his head. "I knew you kids were powerful, but I may have grossly underestimated you. Only seasoned Ghost Betweens, those with years of practice and experience, should be able to stun ghosts, and even then it's difficult to keep them down for more than a second or two. And you two did it on a whim as your first business as Ghost Betweens."

"So we really are like super heroes?" Josh said with a grin. He was only half-kidding.

"Yeah," Mr. Baxter said with a far away look in his eyes. He caught himself quickly, and put on a stern look. "Don't get cocky, though. You haven't even begun your lessons yet."

"No, sir."

"How do you know so much about this?" Whisper asked. "About the demon, the farm, the ghosts, and us being Ghost Betweens?"

"That's a story for another time. Just know that I'm on your side. I know I'm being vague about everything, but I'm doing my best to not overwhelm either of you. I wish I could go to the farm to help, but I can't. I can only make sure you two are ready to deal with the problem."

Josh opened his mouth to ask why he couldn't come with them to the farm, but Mr. Baxter silenced him before he started. "Also a question for another time, Mr. Hart. I promise I'll get to those answers, but it's not important today. I've already taken up a lot of time explaining. As I said, tomorrow I'll teach you two how to use your shared powers. Today, why don't you take another five minute trek to the farm? It's on your way home, right?" They both nodded. "See if you can read a ghost or two while you're invisible. Okay?"

Josh didn't know about Whisper, but all of this was a bit overwhelming, leaving him a bit numb. Though by the way she was moving, he had a feeling she did feel exactly that way. They said goodbye to Mr. Baxter and headed out to his car.

*****

Once they made it to the farm, they turned invisible and walked out to the fields. The ghosts, like yesterday, couldn't see them. Josh, much more comfortable with this today, moved in close to one of the spirits and really studied it. Uncanny! It was a see-through person, just another farmer out in the field. Since they'd turned themselves invisible in the parking lot, the ghosts had no clue they were there, and it looked like most were simply working the fields, as they'd likely done in life, be it here or whatever farm they originally lived at.

"Try reading him," Whisper said. "Find out what that's like."

Josh nodded and concentrated, both on keeping himself invisible and in digging into the ghost's history. Instantly, a mysterious, otherworldly voice started talking to him, as if reading a biography. Was that the ghost's voice, or just a generic voice of the reading? He'd have to ask Whisper to describe the one she heard when she did a reading.

This guy's name was Ezekiel Brown, from a large farm in Nebraska around the year 1900. He didn't own it, just worked for room, board, and a small wage. He spent none of the money he earned--no nights on the town, no gifts for himself, nothing frivolous at all--unless he needed necessities like shoes, new overalls, or the like. He saved it all so he could one day purchase a plot of land all his own, and finally ask his sweetheart, Mary Jane Simmons, to be his wife. He never got the chance, though, as a dozen heavy bales of hay fell from the barn one afternoon, killing him. He still wasn't quite sure he was dead. He had a feeling, but since the lady called him to live here, he didn't question anything anymore.

Josh pulled away, somehow managing to keep his thoughts on staying invisible, but severing the connection. The ghost jumped a bit, too. He couldn't dig too hard or too long.

"What happened?" Whisper asked, her eyes wide.

He explained what the experience was like, and what the weird voice had said. "Did you see him jump at the end? Like he got a bit of an electric shock?"

She nodded.

"I think we need to be careful when we read ghosts. Just get the surface information, or they'll know we're here."

She nodded again. "But remember what Mr. Baxter said. Reading these ghosts won't do us much good. I think the reading thing is more for ghosts that aren't tainted with the demon's evil."

Josh pondered this for a second. "Yeah, I think you're right. But you try anyway, so you know you can do it."

She glanced around, and then pointed to a female ghost carrying a pitcher of water. "I'll try her."

Whisper moved in front of the ghost, which paused while she stared at it. A few seconds later, both jumped apart, and the ghost continued on her way.

"That was Maude McCarran. She's a plantation owner from Georgia before the Civil War. She used to bring her slaves glasses of fresh lemonade throughout the day. She only had a couple, and they were almost like family. I pulled away before I got any more." She gave him a weak smile. "I didn't want to read for too long."

"Was the voice a ladies, or just some weird garbled one?"

"A lady's voice. I figured it was hers."

"Maybe the ghost I got sounded weird. I don't know."

They found themselves parallel with the barn, and Josh started towards it. "Where are you going?" Whisper asked. He could hear the fear in her voice, and he didn't blame her. He didn't want to do this, either, but he felt he had to.

"To read them. I want to know who they are, what they are."

Whisper bit her bottom lip, but fell in step beside him. "They're different from the other ghosts, right?"

He nodded. "They couldn’t see us yesterday, and even if they do today, we can stun them and get out."

She grabbed his arm, and they stopped. "But we don't know how. Not really. Mr. Baxter said it might have just been beginner's luck."

"But he didn't think so. Besides, you know we have to do this, Whisper."

She hesitated, and then nodded. "Okay. Let's go."

They continued forward, and the barn door opened. The headless ghost stepped out, and Josh got the impression he was looking around, however he did that without a head.

Josh stepped up next to the ghost and tried a reading. Nothing at first, but then the farmer's voice came into his head.

"Nice try, Ghost Between, but you can't read what doesn't exist. I control his every action."

"Who are you?"

"Her second in command. Though at times like this, I wish I called the shots. I'd snuff both of your insignificant little lives out before you could blink. Now run and be glad I'm bound to this barn, or I'll make you wish I would kill you."

The connection dropped, and Josh fell to his knees. The headless ghost lurched backwards, and then stepped back into the barn. Whisper zipped to Josh's side and helped him up.

"What happened?"

"Later. First we need to get out into the field. Stay invisible."

As they walked, he relayed the conversation. She hadn't heard any of it; it all took place in his mind.

"So is he another demon?" she asked.

"I don't know. He didn't say. He looks like a ghost to me."

She nodded. "Yeah, and she didn't."

When they were far enough away, Whisper dug her camera out of her bag, but before she took pictures, she gave him a sheepish look. "Mr. Baxter didn't say anything about taking pictures this time, did he?"

"No, I don't see what the problem would be. I think we're pretty good about staying invisible."

"Excellent. Even though it's a creepy place, it still looks neat. I'd like to get some of the atmosphere instead of the ghosts. I bet those will come out really well."

As they continued walking, Whisper took a few pictures. After the first one, Josh could tell something wasn't right. Balls of energy popped seemingly right out of the dead soil. Mist surrounded them. And worst of all, the apparitions focused on Whisper.

"Whisper, stop! Turn invisible!"

She looked at him with fear in her eyes, but listened. He couldn't sense if she was invisible or not, but by the way the ghosts quit advancing on her, she'd been successful.

"What happened?" Tears formed in her eyes.

"The ghosts could see you when you snapped the pictures."

"But I was still concentrating, just like before. They shouldn't have been able to."

"I saw some new supernatural energies forming, too. I don't think we can take pictures here anymore."

They walked in silence to his car. He didn't feel safe until they'd turned the corner towards the driveway and the fields were out of view. Whatever sort of prison held the demon in place must end at the corner. Didn't matter, as long as the ghosts couldn't follow.

"Josh, I'm so sorry. I didn't know. If I did, I never would have taken out my camera."

He grabbed her into a hug, surprising even himself. He heard and felt her take a deep breath. "Don't you worry about it for even a second," he said. "Neither of us knew."

She nodded into his chest, and he had to fight to keep his own breathing under control. She felt right in his arms, and by the way she burrowed into him, she must've felt it, too. Were they meant to be boyfriend-girlfriend because they were Ghost Betweens? Did that mean they were soul mates or whatever? He didn't know, and didn't think he'd have the guts to ask Mr. Baxter about that particular aspect.

After a minute or two, they pulled apart. She smiled up at him, biting her bottom lip the way he loved. "We should probably get going. Do you want to come in to do homework again? I'm sure my mom and dad wouldn't mind having you for dinner, either."

He wished he could, but he shook his head. "My mom has tonight off, and I'm sure she'll be making us something for dinner. She'd be pissed if I skipped out on it."

She nodded, a look of disappointment mixed with understanding on her face. "I'm glad you don't have to go home to a lonely house."

He leaned down to kiss her, but his cell phone buzzed with a text message before their lips met. It was from Zach. All it said was, "B good now."

They both looked around, but saw no sign of Zach or anyone else. The trees around the property and the bend in the driveway meant there was no view of or to the street.

"Maybe he meant to send it to Kendra?" Whisper said.

"Maybe." He shook his head. "Has to be, right?"

He typed in, "Wut u mean?" and hit send. They stood staring at the phone for a minute, but no reply came. Finally he put his phone back in his pocket. "If he answers, I'll let you know what he said. That's too weird."
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Josh opened the front door, and before he could yell that he was home, Mom charged in from the kitchen.

"What the hell have you been doing? Do you think I ask you to do things for the fun of it? Because I like hearing myself talk? No. I do it because they need to get done."

A cold feeling drifted through the room, but he couldn't concentrate with her in his face. "What are you talking about?"

"I asked you to go out and look for a damn job this weekend, but did you? Answer me! Did you?"

"No, but . . ."

Her face went red with all of her screaming. She often communicated by being loud, it was in her nature, but he'd never seen her like this. She was on the verge of losing control.

"I knew you didn't. I knew it!"

"Mom, stop."

Her eyes went wide, and her voice rose a few octaves. "Don't you dare tell me to stop! You will go out and find a job, or I'll take away your car. You'll be grounded from doing anything except school. How do you like that? Huh, Mr. Lazy?"

The room grew colder, and excitement flared up, like when the fans at a sporting event sensed something big about to happen. Instead of fighting back like he wanted to, a voice in the back of his mind told him to let it go. He shook his head and walked to the stairs. "I have homework to do." He expected her to follow him, shouting all the way, but she didn't. That strange feeling of excitement drained, and the room felt warmer. Halfway up, he turned to see what she was doing and saw her heading into the kitchen.

That was strange. Something supernatural had been here, but what?

He managed to keep his temper under control and not slam his door shut. He threw his backpack on his bed, figuring he'd get to his homework after browsing the Internet for a few minutes. He pulled out his cell phone to call Whisper. Maybe they could do their math together over the phone. Plus, after bitching about what just happened, he'd feel a lot better.

As he turned on his computer and flipped open his phone, something moved behind him. Freezing air assaulted his back. He whirled around in his chair, and a glowing ghost, that of a man in his late teens or early twenties, lunged at him. Before Josh could move, or even think, its hands encircled his neck and squeezed. They felt as real as anything. He gasped for breath and tried to push the ghost off of him, but his hands moved right through its body. His throat hurt where it gripped him, and a black circle formed around his vision. He knew he was in deep trouble if he couldn't stop himself from blacking out. Would this thing be able to kill him? With the force on his neck, he didn't doubt it.

Josh gasped in one final bit of air and centered himself. The pressure on his windpipe continued, but instead of fighting any more, he dropped to the ground and rolled. It worked. As the ghost lost contact, he willed himself invisible. The ghost looked around with shock registered on its face. He tried reading it, to see why it attacked him, but it disappeared before he could get much.

It had been feeding off his mom's bad mood, all the while fueling it further. It had expected a huge blow up when Josh got home, but when he'd handled the situation with a level head, the ghost became angry. Angry enough to kill him. That information came in a rush of emotions, not the weird voice-over like at the farm. And he hadn't learned if the ghost had been sent by the demon or not. Was that even possible?

He relaxed and tried to sense if it was still around, but couldn't feel anything. He walked to his door and pulled it open. Still nothing. A glance downstairs showed no movement. He didn't know how far his power flowed, but he felt no supernatural presence in his vicinity.

His neck tingled, but he paid it no mind. He returned to his computer and opened up the email. Mr. Baxter needed to know about this. He typed up a replay of the scene, including what he read from the ghost, and asked if it might have been sent by the demon. As soon as he hit send, he dialed up Whisper. She answered on the second ring.

"Hello?"

"Hi. It's Josh. Has anything weird happened to you since you got home?"

"What? No. I've just been doing homework. Why? What happened?"

He went over it again, and by the time he finished, Mr. Baxter had replied. "Mr. B got back to me. Listen to this. 'Josh, I can't really help you tonight except to tell you to be vigilant. I know that won't make you feel better, but I'll bring you something tomorrow that'll keep the uninvited supernatural beings out of your house. Tell Whisper I'll have one for her, too. Honestly, I don't know if the demon can send one of her minions after you. I'd say no, but maybe she's found a weakness in her prison. Sleep with one eye open tonight, but I'm sure you'll be fine. I'll see you tomorrow.'"

"That wasn't very reassuring," Whisper said.

He barked a humorless laugh. "Yeah. It sounds fine for tomorrow, but I guess I won't be getting any sleep tonight."

"I won't be, either. If it is the demon, she might send one my way. Make sure you keep your phone by you all night. If anything happens, call me. I'll do the same."

"Yeah, sounds good. Have you done your math homework yet?"

"No. I had Language Arts to tackle first."

"Maybe we could work on math together again. It's not as good as being together, but at least we could check our answers."

"You just don't want to get rid of me." He could hear the smile in her voice, and imagined she was biting her lower lip.

"Guilty, but at least it'll help our grades."

"Deal," she said with a giggle. "But how about after dinner? I want to finish this assignment first."

"Sounds good. I'll call you in a couple of hours."

"Perfect. I'll talk to you then."

They said goodbye, and he hung up, happy for the first time since he got home. Until he remembered he had to go down for dinner soon.

*****

"Just in time. Dinner's ready."

Josh stepped into the kitchen, ready for more fireworks, but instead Mom smiled at him. "You all washed up?"

"Yeah."

"Good. Sit down. I made Grandma's special meatloaf and garlic mashed potatoes. How does that sound?"

"Excellent. Any bread?"

"Of course. You know I wouldn't leave out the sourdough." She set a full plate in front of him. "Listen, sweetie, I don't know what came over me earlier. I'm sorry I blew up like that. I had a real tough day at work, but that's no excuse."

"I'll look for a job soon, Mom. I'm just sort of weighing my options right now."

She bent down and gave him a hug. "I know you will, sweetie." She paused. "What are these bruises on you neck? Did you get into a fight?"

Bruises on his neck? Had to be from the ghost. So not only could they physically hurt him, they could leave marks? Good thing they hadn't caught him or Whisper at the farm in any of their visits. This would be a real good reason to stay invisible.

"I don't know. I didn't realize I had any bruises."

She looked like she was going to explode at him again, but without the ghost here pushing her bad mood, she managed to swallow it down. Instead she put a hand on his shoulder and said, "You know if you're having any problems with anyone at school, you can talk to me, right? I won't go charging in, embarrassing you, but I'd like to know if you're in trouble."

"It's nothing. We were messing around in sixth period. I probably got the bruises there. I didn't even know I had them."

She nodded, but he could tell she didn't buy his story. She let it drop. "Dig in. We don't get many of these dinners together, so let's enjoy it."

He smiled and nodded. Everything tasted fantastic.
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Sweat trickled down Josh's back as he sat waiting for Whisper. It was too hot a day for a turtleneck, but he couldn't show up for school with two big handprints on his neck. He'd have to gut it out. There were no designated spots to eat on campus; as long as they stayed within the gates, they could look for a nice place in the shade. Maybe that would turn into their new spot anyway. Eating lunch at this spot was simply a habit they held since Freshman year.

"Hey," Whisper said as she approached. "Aren't you hot?"

"Boiling, but it was this or a scarf."

"Can I see? I can't believe a ghost can leave marks."

He shook his head. "I'll show you later. There'll be enough talk already."

"What do you mean?"

As if on cue, someone yelled out, "Hiding a hickey from the new girl, Hart?"

She blushed and chuckled. "Oh yeah. High school."

"Yeah. High school."

As they walked to find shade, they had to endure numerous cat-calls and questions about what Josh was hiding. By the time they found a place behind the science building, he almost felt like yelling the truth about ghosts, but held his tongue. Who'd believe that anyway?

They plopped down with their backs to the wall, and it felt ten degrees cooler. Josh hoped this spot would last. Since they were partially hidden by some bushes, any noon supervisor who noticed would likely chase them out, thinking they were making out or something.

He pulled down the neck covering of his shirt. "You probably can't see it real well, but that's the best I can do for now."

"Wow, those looks like any bruises you'd get. I kind of expected it to be just barely visible. You can see fingers and everything. Does it hurt?"

"Not really, but my neck is a bit stiff. Even though it was a ghost, I think it really almost choked me out."

"I didn't think they could do anything like that. What are you going to do about sixth period? Don't you have to wear a t-shirt? People will see the bruises then."

He shook his head. "I figure I can get out of it today. I'll tell Coach I'm not feeling well. I can probably get out of dressing tomorrow, too, with that excuse. After that I'll have to play it by ear. Maybe it won't look so bad by then."

They both took out their lunches and started eating. "Did you get much sleep last night?" Whisper asked.

"Not really. I dozed enough to be coherent today, but that's about it. You?"

"A little better than that. I didn't get attacked, after all. But it still wasn't one of my better nights of sleep."

"I wonder what Mr. Baxter has that'll keep ghosts out of our houses? A talisman or something?"

"Maybe we have to hang garlic on our windows." She gave him a grin. "Or is that just vampires?"

He smiled back. "I think so, but I don't feel like I know a whole heck of a lot about what's going on."

"I know what you mean. Ghost Betweens? I've never heard of what we are."

"Me either. But I can't really argue. We've done some pretty cool stuff."

"Yeah. I wonder what kind of training we'll get after school. Do you think Mr. Baxter has real ghosts in his classroom?"

"I'm guessing he'll just give us a vague idea of what to do and then send us to the farm." He winked at her. "But at least we get to hold hands a lot."

A mischievous smile crossed her lips, and she held out her hand. "Shall we practice that now?"

"Yeah, that sounds good." He hoped his voice didn't crack too much when he said it.

They continued eating with their other hands. Josh would have to rank this as probably the greatest lunch ever. Neither said anything, though they'd occasionally sneak peeks at each other and smile. Whisper almost continuously bit her bottom lip, which made it even better for him.

After a few minutes, Josh happened to glance up and watch a girl pass a few feet in front of them. She didn't look over, just kept walking. That wasn't anything spectacular in and of itself, but he could see right through her, like the ghosts at the farm. But unlike those spirits, or the one in his house yesterday, she didn't give off any evil or creepy vibes. He wouldn't have noticed her at all if he hadn't been looking up.

"Did you see that?" he asked.

"I did. She was a ghost, but she didn't feel like the others we've seen."

They stood up and tried to find her, but she'd vanished. Josh reached out to feel her presence, but nothing came to him. He guessed Whisper did the same, with similar results.

"Do you remember the ghosts you used to see when you were a kid?" she asked after a minute.

"Sort of, but not really, if that makes any sense."

"Perfect sense. I'm the same way. But I do remember the peaceful feeling most of them gave me when they were around. That's exactly what I felt when she walked by."

Josh hadn't noticed, but he was just glad he hadn't felt anything bad, so he nodded. "I guess that's another thing to tell Mr. Baxter after school. Hopefully ghosts aren't inundating the school."

*****

As they walked to Mr. Baxter's class after school, Whisper told Josh she tried to explain to Mr. Baxter about the ghost during fifth period, but he had given her a look that screamed, "Not here." She didn't know what kind of trouble he'd get into talking about this during school hours, or even how anyone would know, but she certainly felt at that moment like he'd get into some. Josh had no answers, either.

Mr. Baxter sat at his desk, waiting for them. Before they were even halfway across the room, he said, "Remember our deal. We don't talk about any of this during school hours unless it's life or death."

"Sorry," Whisper said. "It had just happened, so I thought you should know."

"Not a problem. You caught on quick enough. So now tell me. What happened?"

"We were eating lunch behind the science building when a ghost walked right past us," Whisper said.

"She totally ignored us," Josh added.

"Could you tell anything about her? Did you try reading her?"

They both shook their heads. "It happened so fast," Whisper said.

"By the time we even realized what was going on, she was gone. She didn't feel evil or anything."

"She gave me a peaceful feeling," Whisper said.

Mr. Baxter nodded as they talked. "Remember what I said earlier? For the rest of your lives, now that this part of you has been opened, you'll see spirits. Most of the time it'll happen just like that. Most spirits don't really know they're dead, and they're just working through their daily existence. When you have similar encounters, don't worry about it. You might have time to do a reading, and sometimes you'll hear how you can help send the spirit on, but most often it'll happen just like today. I guess all I can say is get used to it."

"So it wasn't sent by the demon," Josh said. "But what about the one last night? The one that attacked me?"

"I don't think so. I'm not sold on the fact that she could send one out after you or the driveway of the farm wouldn't be the save haven you say it is. I have a feeling this was just a bad spirit who fed on anger. How was your mom after it left?"

"Fine," he said. "She was apologetic and didn't even make a big deal out of the bruises on my neck, though I could tell she wanted to."

Mr. Baxter nodded. "Good move on the turtleneck, by the way. Handprint bruises would not be a good thing to walk around with."

"Yeah." He scoffed. "But Whisper and I had to put up with people laughing at us all day because they thought she gave me hickeys or something."

"That wasn't fun," she said.

Mr. Baxter tried to hide a smile and said something under his breath. Josh wasn't positive, but it sounded like, "You got to love high school." Then he said, louder, "What did you do for PE today?"

"I told Coach Martin I wasn't feeling well, and he didn't make me dress."

"Good, good. Tell you what. I'll talk to Coach Martin and tell him I need you in my 6th period class the rest of the week. That'll keep you from having to show off your bruises. Okay?"

"Yeah, that'll work. Thanks, Mr. Baxter."

"Anyway," Mr. Baxter continued, "your mom likely was in a bad mood before she got home, and this spirit latched onto it. You did an excellent job in keeping your head and not fighting back. If you'd have lost your temper and sparred with your mom with that ghost there, you'd have had a long, drawn out fight that could have lasted for days. The spirit would have sat back, continued feeding the bad moods, and reveled in it all."

"She was in a bad mood last week, too, and I swore I felt a presence. Could it have been the same ghost?"

"Certainly. There are nasty spirits that wallow in chaos. This one might have been visiting for years intermittently, but decided to come back yesterday for a big feast since you're now putting out so much power now."

"Are those types of spirits common?" Whisper asked.

"Luckily not. People get into enough heated arguments on their own."

He bent down and retrieved something from under his desk. "While you two have built in protection, it doesn't extend to non-Ghost Betweens. And since you're both now spirit magnets, I want you to have these. They'll help keep spirits out of your house and from bothering your families."

He handed them each a thick strand of what looked to be common thread. When Josh got it into his hands, a shock ran through him. "Whoa, what is it?"

Whisper had a strange look on her face as she examined hers. She must've felt the same thing.

"It might not look like much, but it repels ghosts and other supernatural beings."

"How will one little piece of string protect the whole house?"

"Tonight, when everyone else has gone to bed, I want you to sneak over to your front door with this talisman." He handed them both a 3x5 card with some writing on it. "Don't read that yet. Wait until tonight. Any reading will dilute the power."

Josh had already glanced at his real quick, but none of the words made sense, so he doubted he did any harm. As he stuffed it in his wallet, he asked, "Are those words even English?"

"No. But when you begin the ceremony, your mouths will form the words with no problem, even if your brains can't comprehend what's being said."

"Wait, ceremony?" Whisper asked. "Do we have to burn incense or candles or anything?"

Mr. Baxter shook his head. "The ceremony consists of you laying down your talisman at the foot of the door, and then reading your card aloud. Once you finish, it'll disappear, and your entire house, as well as most of your yard, will be protected."

"Do we need to wait until midnight?"

"No, you can do it right when you get home if the house is empty. I was just suggesting you sneak down when everyone's gone to bed so you won't be interrupted. If you start the ceremony but stall before you're done, you can do it later, but the power will be diluted."

They both nodded. Sounded easy enough to Josh, and he could do it whenever he wanted since his mom wouldn't be getting home until after eight tonight.

"Now, let's get into the main focus of today," Mr. Baxter said. "Getting you two up to speed on your shared powers. Do you remember what they are?"

"We can stun ghosts," Josh said.

"And we can make them run away," Whisper said.

"And if we concentrate harder, we can eradicate them," Josh finished.

Mr. Baxter nodded. "Good. Let's get to your training."

"Are there ghosts here?" Whisper asked. "I don't feel any."

"No, but I'll be able to tell how you're doing by the amount of power you throw off. If I can sense it, the ghosts will be affected."

"We were afraid you were just going to toss us into the farm and say do it," Whisper said.

"Not this time. This will take some practice. Possibly days worth." A glint shone in his eyes. "But you two might get it right away. You did stun those ghosts without any practice."

"What were they?" Josh asked. "The farmer said he was the second in command."

"He's a step between a ghost and a demon. She created him. Or, more appropriately, gave him power. He keeps a firm grip on the spirits in the fields past the barn for her."

"Seriously, Mr. Baxter, how do you know all this?" Josh asked.

"We don't have time today, Mr. Hart."

"So let's make time."

"Please, Mr. Baxter," Whisper said. "We trust you, but this would all be so much easier if we didn't have to go on a leap of faith."

Mr. Baxter looked like he was going to argue, but instead gave a big sigh. "Fine. You're right. I do owe you an explanation. Especially since I'm not able to help. Physically, at least.

"I'm a demonologist. I'm the one who trapped that demon on the farm."
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"A demonologist?" Josh asked. "What does that mean? You study demons?"

"Essentially, yes," Mr. Baxter said. "And at times I need to take a more hands-on approach, like when I learned this demon existed."

"Wait, does that mean you're not really a teacher?" Whisper asked.

"I assure you, Ms. Douglas, I'm a dedicated teacher, as well. In fact, a high school is the perfect place for me to spend most of my days."

"Let me guess," Josh said. "Because it's full of demons."

The three shared a laugh.

"No, Mr. Hart. I think the demons know better than to get that close to so many surly, hormonal teenagers. They're smarter than us teachers, that's for sure."

"Oh, ha-ha, Mr. Baxter," Whisper said, rolling her eyes. "Two of the surly, hormonal teenagers are right here."

"I'm teasing, Ms. Douglas, I'm teasing. No, the reason it's great for me to be here is because I'm in the center of a huge news and rumor depot. If something strange happens around town and I don't hear about it from a fellow teacher, chances are a student will clue me in with all the details I could ever need. That's how I found out the demon was again rising, after all. By listening to you and Mr. Riley, Mr. Hart." He paused. "Of course I knew something was up since the second Ghost Between was starting school here the next day. But then again, it proves my point. If I was a university professor, as many of my colleagues are, I wouldn't have had as easy of access to you both."

"So fine," Josh said. "It's good that you're a teacher. But how did you trap her before? And why can't you go back now? Especially since you won."

"It's a story that'd take hours to be told properly. Just know that I found a binding spell which would unravel if I were to return. And before you ask, no, it won't work again. She'll be ready for it."

"Why would you cast something like that?" Whisper asked. "Didn't you know that you might need to go back one day? Or that she might figure out a way to escape?"

"That's the thing about magic, especially powerful spells. There is a give and take involved. Another one might not have been powerful enough. Or if it was, its price might have been too high. No, this was the only spell for that situation. At least the only one I could find.

"Anyway, that's enough for now. You two need to start your training."

"What do we do?" Whisper asked.

"Face each other and clasp hands."

They did so. Josh's stomach fluttered a bit, but not enough to break his concentration. Whisper gave him a shy smile.

"Think about getting the ghosts to run. Quickly. Keep thinking it, machine gun style. Think it as fast as you can."

Josh closed his eyes and let that thought run through his head. He felt some sort of power pass between them, like a warm sensation that danced from his elbow, down to his hands, and then move to her. It came back a second or two later and continued. He peeked to see if there was anything visible on their arms, but there wasn't.

"Good," Mr. Baxter said. "But that's not enough power to drive the ghosts off for long. When they're all around you, your adrenaline will amplify it, but we can't take the chance. Did you feel energy passing between you both?"

Josh said, "Yeah. It was like a warm buzz going from elbow to elbow." Whisper nodded at that explanation.

"All right. Concentrate on that. Concentrate on sending the ghosts away and on the buzz. The more you focus on that power moving through you, the stronger your pulse will be. Go for it."

They closed their eyes again, and the power came back. Josh thought about sending ghosts away while trying to feel the warm energy. It grew hotter, bigger, and moved all the way to his shoulder. It took an extra second or two to get back to him when it transferred to Whisper, so he figured it must be moving to her shoulder, too.

"Okay, that's fine," Mr. Baxter said. "Really impressive, actually. You two will do great. Once you get the hang of it, it'll be instantaneous. Now that you have the ghosts on the run, there's time to banish them. The phrase that most Ghost Betweens favor is, "I remove you from our realm." Start with that, and as you become more comfortable with your powers, you can change it up. Later on you might be able to say something as simple as "leave." But try it my way first."

They squeezed hands a bit tighter, and Josh ran that phrase through his head. The ball of energy, still warm, stayed at his elbow. After a few seconds, it grew a few inches, and then exploded off of him.

"That was weird," Whisper said. "Hot but ticklish."

"Again, good, but not quite enough. Did the energy grow before it left you?"

Josh nodded. "A little bit."

"A little bit is okay, but you two can do better. This time, just like with the last one, concentrate on that energy. Make it grow. It should encompass your entire arm, from fingers to shoulder. Try again."

They did, and this time the energy grew up Josh's entire arm before blowing off. He felt a shock wave leave them, though they were undisturbed in the center. His eyes flew open, and he checked around the room, expecting everything to be blown asunder. Nothing looked disturbed.

"Excellent," Mr. Baxter said. "That would have nabbed any ghost around."

"That seemed easy," Whisper said, a tinge of disbelief in her voice. "Why does it take some Ghost Betweens days?"

"Never mind that. Just know that you did great. You're not perfect yet, but that'll come soon. As long as you don't get cocky."

"Should we go practice at the farm?" Josh asked.

Mr. Baxter glanced up at the clock. "Yeah. I'm due in a meeting, so practice a few more times here, and then head over there. Remember, think about what you're doing, and concentrate on that energy. Stunning or chasing away the ghosts will be instant once you get the hang of it, but you'll need to build up the energy for a banishing each time. Don't get flustered, and you'll be fine. Email me how it goes when you get home."

They watched him gather a few books and head out the door. When he was far enough away, Whisper said, "Why didn't he answer the question? Why does it take some Ghost Betweens days to perfect that?"

Josh frowned. "He's still not telling us everything."

*****

As they got out of his car at the driveway of the farm, Whisper called Josh over. "Look over here. Is it just me, or do these look like fresh tire tracks?"

Josh was no expert at such things, but he had to admit that it looked as if she were right. In all the times they'd been here, there had been no sign anyone or anything else. These, however, looked as if they'd been laid just minutes ago.

"Do you suppose it's Zach's car?" she asked.

"I don't know. It would explain the message on the sign, though."

"Yeah. 'Welcome back all my friends.' It's like she's welcoming them and taunting us. Have you heard from either of them since Monday?"

"Just that weird text from him yesterday afternoon. He never answered my reply. I wonder how deep the possession is. I mean, they seemed normal until then."

"I don't know. Either way, the demon probably calls them here right after school."

He looked at her. "I guess there's nothing we can do about it until we perfect these powers. Hopefully then we can save them."

"Yeah."

They walked out to the fields, both invisible. They'd discussed it in the car and decided to try banishing the ghosts while invisible. Mr. Baxter hadn't said whether their powers would make them appear to the ghosts or not, so it was worth a try. They figured they'd try to banish them, and then if the ghosts saw them, they'd stun or scare them away.

Ghosts littered the farm. There wasn't anywhere to look that wasn't teeming with spirits of all kinds. They strode to the middle of the field closest to the driveway and joined hands. Just like they practiced, they began their ceremony. None of the nearby ghosts took any notice. As the energy built up from his elbow, Josh willed it bigger. By the time it reached from his wrist to his shoulder, he and Whisper exchanged a glance, and they let the power leave them. Each of the ghosts within twenty feet vanished. Those further away didn't notice anything.

"Wow, this'll be easy," Josh said. "How much of the farm do you think we can clear?"

"I don't know, but I'm guessing the demon would try to stop us before too long. Mr. Baxter didn't seem too confident that we could hide from her."

"Maybe one more practice before we call it a day, then? We should try it one handed, just in case that ever comes up."

She nodded. "Good idea."

They walked back towards the safety of the driveway amidst a few ghosts. Since they'd always tried it by holding both hands, they didn't know how far the power would work. And if they messed it up entirely and drew attention to themselves, they wanted to be able to get to safety as quick as possible.

"Ready?"

"Ready."

Josh grabbed her right hand with his left and they started their internal chant. Again, nothing was agitated, and he was pleased to feel the power build up and down his arm from his elbow. When it engulfed him from wrist to shoulder, they shared a glance and let it go. It seemed to work just as well as two-handed. Just like before, none of the ghosts outside the twenty-foot radius noticed anything afoot.

They strode towards his car, hands still entwined with each other. "One hand's just as good," Whisper said.

"Yeah. Next time we'll have to try it with just touching shoulders or something. Mr. Baxter said we just needed to be in contact."

She looked over at the farmhouse. "Definitely next time. I don't feel her, but let's not take any chances."

"Agreed."

They rounded the corner and closed the length to his car. He reached into his pocket for his keys, and then looked up. Their eyes met, and they giggled.

"We just sent ghosts out of this world," she said. "How's that for power?"

"We really are super heroes."

"Yeah," she said, leaning into him. "Super heroes."

This time he didn't miss his chance. He leaned, too, and their lips met. Gently. Carefully probing and feeling. Her tongue brushed his bottom lip. That did it. They pushed together and made out like the action stars in movies after a hard-fought victory.
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Josh hadn't slept well, but he rushed right out of bed and was even a bit early to school. He rarely saw Whisper, except occasionally in passing, before lunch, but he couldn't wait to see her today. Hopefully he'd find her before first period.

He planned to casually ask how the installation of her anti-ghost strip went, but he really wanted to see if she was still happy about their kiss yesterday. They'd been together until after seven o'clock last night when he decided he should get home before his mom. Her parents had hovered around quite a bit, like they sensed something happened between them and weren't about to enable a repeat performance. They had to make do with homework, occasional hand-holds, and a lot of shared smiles. Now, away from her parents, he hoped they could at least share a few quick smooches at school.

As he neared the parking lot and the usual line of cars waiting to pull in, something didn't feel right. He couldn't put his finger on it, but there was no doubting that it was supernatural. Did it have to do with the farm, or was it one of those random events Mr. Baxter warned them about? On the plus side, in his wonderings, the line to get in the parking lot seemed to take no time at all.

He headed to the far side of the lot where he always parked and couldn't shake the feeling. Now he really needed to find Whisper. She'd have to feel this, too, right? And maybe she'd already figured out what it was. For the life of him, he couldn't.

It didn't take long to find her. Her mom dropped her off almost right in front of him.

"Hi, Josh," Mrs. Douglas called out from her car, a little sporty four-door he hadn't seen before. She probably parked it in the garage.

"Hi, Mrs. Douglas." He gave her a wave.

"Have a good day, sweetheart. You, too, Josh." And with that she drove off. Whisper didn't say anything for a second. She watched her mom leave, and when the car maneuvered out of the lot, turned to Josh and gave him a deep kiss, just as he hoped she would.

"Hi," she said when she pulled away.

"Hi. You feel that?" He knew he wouldn't need to explain.

She nodded. "Since the school was in sight. What is it? I mean, apart from the obvious."

"I don't know. I was hoping you would."

"Maybe we should find Mr. Baxter. This feels big. He can't get mad at us this time, even though it's not after school."

They walked towards his class. He had first period off, so they weren't sure if he'd be there or not. He might spend his morning in the office or teacher's lounge. As they headed in that direction, Josh realized he was holding her hand. He couldn't remember when he'd taken it. Even better, as they walked, she leaned into him a bit.

They reached his room and dropped their hands to their sides. She gave him one of her bottom lip-biting smiles, and it took all his self-control not to kiss her again. But this wasn't the time. That nagging, buzzing feeling only grew stronger.

The door was locked, but Mr. Baxter had seen them approach because he opened it just seconds after they tried the handle. "What's up?" he asked, oblivious to the strange sensation.

"Can we come in?" Whisper asked. "Homework questions."

Good cover. Mr. Baxter obviously agreed. He gave them a big smile. "Sure, sure. I know all the treaties and tariffs can get a bit difficult. Let's see what I can do for you guys."

Once the door was closed, his face turned serious. "What's going on?"

"You don't feel it?" Josh asked. "Something isn't right, but neither of us can figure out what."

"It's like sensing ghosts, but there's none around," Whisper said. Josh nodded. That explanation was spot on, and probably better than he could've come up with.

"So ghosts are here but they're not?" Mr. Baxter frowned, and then his eyes grew large. "The demon might be sending ghosts right here to the school. I've heard of this before, but for the life of me I have no idea how she can do it in her prison."

"But if she sent ghosts here, wouldn't we feel them?" Josh asked.

"It takes an unusual amount of power to transport them from one place to another. Unless I'm grossly mistaken, they'll pop up in a few minutes."

The first bell of the day sounded, causing Josh and Whisper to jump. "What can we do?" Whisper said. "We need to get to class."

Mr. Baxter rose and walked to the school phone at the side of the room. "I'll call your first period teachers and excuse you. Tell them I have important assignments for you."

Josh waited for him to ask what they had first period, but he dialed first his science teacher, Mr. Roth, and then Whisper's first period teacher, Mr. Harris, their math teacher. Both calls went smooth.

"You're all set."

Before he could say anything else, Josh's head felt like it was going to explode. He clutched his eyes shut and grabbed his ears, as if that would do any good. Seconds later, the feeling passed. Instead of that strange buzzing, he could sense a large group of ghosts nearby.

"They're here?" Mr. Baxter asked when he and Whisper straightened up.

"Yeah. A big group. I can't even tell how many."

"They're centered around the administration area," Whisper said. "But who knows how long they'll stay there."

"Okay, you two know what needs to be done. Turn invisible and banish them." There was a twinkle in his eye when he said it. He explained in his email yesterday that he didn't bring up with them trying to banish ghosts while invisible because he didn't think they'd have the power to do it. Not only was he impressed, but he promised not to underestimate them again. "You had no problem yesterday, so this shouldn't be any different. But remember that your invisibility only works on the ghosts. Everyone else on campus, everyone living, can see you. I'll keep you out of huge trouble if you get caught, but maybe not all. It could mean detention. Got it?"

They nodded. He scribbled out a hall pass and handed it over.

"These should help, but act rationally. Good luck. And I don't think I have to explain the consequences if any of those ghosts stay free." Neither of them knew exactly what the ghosts could do, but nothing good, for sure. Josh's neck tingled a bit where the handprint bruises lay.

Once out of the classroom, Josh took Whisper's hand and headed for the center of campus. "Are you invisible?" he asked her. He could sometimes sense if she was, but with his head full of all these spirits, he couldn't now.

"Yeah. Too bad it doesn't work with people."

"Just have that hall pass handy."

They reached the middle of campus with no troubles. The ghosts wandered the area aimlessly. It looked like the demon could send them here, but not give them any direction. Good. Hopefully that continued. This would be tough enough.

"Just like yesterday," Josh said. "And make sure no one sees us."

"Sounds like a plan."

They zipped into the middle of a group near the main office. A quick build up of power banished them into nothing. Josh pulled Whisper against the building. They looked around, saw no one, and half-walked, half-jogged towards another group in the middle of the quad. Josh noticed none of the ghosts looked like farmers, but they all had the taint of the farm on them. There was no doubt the demon sent them.

They built up the power, and as soon as it encompassed their entire arm, released it. These ghosts dissipated into nothing. There were still quite a few wandering around, most still in rather large groups. Good, that made them easier to dispose of.

After knocking off another couple of groups, Whisper pointed over to the stand-alone building just across from the office. "Which class is that? They look like they're coming from right around it."

"It's the in-house suspension building."

"Where Kendra and Zach are?"

Josh swallowed hard. "Yeah. Do you think they're helping her?"

Whisper shook her head. "Even possessed, they wouldn't attack the school. Would they?"

Josh shrugged and pulled her over next to it. "If we do the banishing here, maybe no more can come. Or maybe it'll cut off the power from those already here."

"Worth a try."

"Both hands," he said, hoping by now they were practiced enough that the double hands would make the spell more powerful. They concentrated, sending the blast all around them. A few ghosts disintegrated, but the sense of the rest still hung in the air.

"Guess we need to pick them off one by one until they're all gone," Whisper said.

Josh both saw and sensed there was now a manageable amount, but he had to hope their luck with not being caught would hold up. A couple meandered over towards the Language Arts building, but they managed to head them off. Same thing with a group of four that made a break for the library.

"Josh, one just floated into that room over there." He looked to where she pointed and saw it was an art classroom. They couldn't very well run in there; Mr. Baxter wouldn't be able to explain that away.

"What do we do?" he asked.

She bit her bottom lip, and then pulled him over towards the room. "Let's see if we can get rid of it through the wall."

It was their best bet, their only hope, really. Who knows what kind of havoc it'd cause if left to its own devices. Maybe it'd choke someone out like the one in his room had tried to do. Or maybe it'd enter someone's body and possess them. Either way, it wouldn't be good.

They stood next to the wall near the door and performed the ceremony. When they released the power, Josh waited a second but couldn't sense it anymore. He looked over at Whisper, who nodded.

"How many more do you feel?" he asked. If her answer matched his, he'd know he wasn't missing any.

"I sense four, and I see them all over by the in-house suspension room."

"Yeah, same with me. But why aren't they going in?"

"I don't know. Is it me, or does it look like they're standing guard?"

He gave a humorless chuckle. "But are they guarding Zach and Kendra, or the portal point for more ghosts to come?"

"Let's worry about that when they're gone."

They hustled over, stood in the middle of the foursome, and let the power erase them from existence. Once they were gone, Josh couldn't sense anything else supernatural anywhere on campus. Even the strange buzzing that precluded the adventure was gone. He took a deep breath and heard Whisper sigh in relief.

"Let's get back before we get caught," she said.

"Too late," came a voice behind them. Josh turned and saw Principal Jenkins standing a few feet behind them, his arms crossed and a frown on his face.
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Josh searched for words, but none came. Whisper, however, held up the hall pass. "We have permission from Mr. Baxter to be out here."

Principal Jenkins's frown didn't lessen. "I've had a few reports from teachers of students running around campus, acting in a peculiar manner. A hall pass doesn't cover that." He pointed in the direction of Mr. Baxter's classroom. "March."

Josh tried desperately to think of some way to get out of this, but he couldn't come up with anything. Whisper had been level-headed enough to show the hall pass, so maybe she had something. Luck was with them, though, in that Principal Jenkins wasn't in a talkative mood. It gave them both more of a chance to come up with an excuse. Even though Mr. Baxter said he couldn't get them out of all trouble, at least he was unquestionably on their side.

He glanced over at Whisper and couldn't help but smile. She looked horrified, as if they were not on the way to Mr. Baxter's room to possibly get detention, but instead heading to a public execution. He couldn't help but wonder if this was the first time she'd ever been in trouble at school. Josh rarely found himself getting into much mischief, but he knew that a detention or two wouldn't be the end of the world.

As they approached his class, Mr. Baxter opened the door and held it while all three entered. "Good morning, Mr. Jenkins. Is there a problem with these two?"

"They have a hall pass signed by you. We received a few calls from teachers saying they were running around on campus willy-nilly. None of us in the office could imagine that any teacher would send them on an errand that would result in such foolishness."

"Running willy-nilly, you say?" Mr. Baxter asked. Josh had to bite back a smile. The principal nodded.

"It's my fault, Mr. Jenkins," Whisper said. All eyes went to her, but she didn't flinch. "Before school started, I dropped my bracelet. It's not much, but it's an old family heirloom. I didn't know what to do. My mom would be furious if I came home without it." She held up a bracelet for Principal Jenkins to see. Maybe she unhinged it from her wrist while we were walking. "I was a bit frantic, and we ran into Mr. Baxter before the tardy bell rang. He offered a hall pass so we could find it."

Principal Jenkins grunted. "You should have come to the office first. We'd have sent someone out to look, and you wouldn't have had to miss class time."

"But I know what it looks like. And I know where I'd been this morning." She gave a sheepish grin. "I'm still not sure I could have described the places clearly, being new and all."

Principal Jenkins grunted again. This one seemed to mean he agreed.

Josh marveled at her acting ability. Was she making this up as she went, or had she worked it all out on their walk over? If he didn't know the truth, he'd have bought it hook, line, and sinker.

"We ran across campus looking, but no luck. We didn't mean to disrupt the other classes, Mr. Jenkins, honest."

He grunted for a third time. Josh had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. He'd never realized the principal had such a way with words.

"You didn't really disrupt anything. Some teachers were just afraid something was wrong, is all." He pointed to her hand. "You seem to have found it."

"Yes. Right before you saw us."

Principal Jenkins looked over at Mr. Baxter, who nodded. "I didn't think it would be a problem. I informed their teachers, and was assured they wouldn't miss much instruction."

The principal's frown finally lessened. "Okay then. All's well that ends well, I guess." He turned to Whisper. "I'm glad you were able to find your bracelet. I trust you'll keep better tabs on it in the future?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good." He looked to Mr. Baxter. "Make sure they have passes to get back into class."

He nodded, and all three watched the principal walk out of the classroom. He didn't glance back.

Josh let out a whoosh of breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. "Whoa, that was close. How did you think of that story so fast?"

She shrugged and gave a sheepish grin. "I didn't want to get in trouble."

Mr. Baxter laughed and shook his head. "I'm going to have to watch your missed homework excuses, Ms. Douglas. I almost thought your story was true, and I knew what was going on." His expression snapped to serious. "Did you finish your assignment?"

"Yeah," Josh said. "We got the last group right before he caught us."

"We think Zach and Kendra have something to do with it," Whisper added. "Their point of origin was right next to the in-house suspension room. Maybe the demon used them to send the ghosts?"

"I believe you're right, Ms. Douglas. Using them as anchors is probably the only way to get the ghosts here. But something doesn't add up."

"What?" they both said.

"There was no point to this. Why have the ghosts cause trouble here when she knows you two will be back on her turf? Did they seem to have any sort of plan?"

"No," Josh said. "They just wandered around. One walked into a classroom, but I didn't hear any commotion before we banished it. And a small group stood guard, but we couldn't tell if it was for Zach and Kendra, or for their arrival point."

"Could she just be showing us she's growing in power?" Whisper asked.

Mr. Baxter nodded, his gaze far away, as if he was mulling something important over. Finally, he said, "I think it's time to banish the demon."

"How do we do that?" Josh asked. "You keep telling us to stay away from her."

"As Ms. Douglas suggested, if she can do this, her power is growing. Soon she'll figure a way out of her prison, and then we'll all be in a heap of trouble."

"So what do we do?" Whisper asked.

"We'll go over the whole thing after school, but here it is in a nutshell."
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As they drove by the sign in front of the farm, Whisper read it aloud. "Twelve is the holiest of numbers." She rattled the bag with the sacred trinkets Mr. Baxter had given them.

"How many are in there?" Josh asked, though he already knew the answer.

"Twelve. She knows."

As he pulled into the driveway, he said, "I wonder if she'll let us drop them. Is there anything she can do?"

"Maybe she's just trying to get into our heads."

Before Josh could reply, he slammed on his breaks. Zach's car was parked in the driveway. Those tire tracks yesterday had been from his car. They weren't driving straight home after school.

"Did she call them here to stop us?" Whisper asked.

He shrugged and pulled up next to the car. "Let's get this over with. Maybe we won't even see them. We'll get this all sorted out, and they'll be back to their normal selves."

She nodded, and they stepped out of the car and turned invisible. The plan was to wander over close to the farmhouse and drop the trinkets around it in varying lengths from each other. Each would power the others, fueled by Josh and Whisper's Ghost Between powers. It would create a perfect banishing spell, enough to force the demon out of this plane of existence. Neither she nor the ghosts would be able to touch the trinkets. At least as far as Mr. Baxter knew. The infamous sign out front proved she knew what was going on, but that didn't make him wrong.

As they turned towards the farm, Zach and Kendra stalked around the safety corner. Neither moved in their normal walk--both had an awkward gait with none of their natural grace. Josh held his breath, waiting to see what they'd do when they saw them. Whisper tensed next to him.

Instead of saying or doing anything, they walked past without so much as a glance. Josh frowned and dropped his invisibility. Whisper did the same.

Zach and Kendra kept walking, but they at least looked at them. After a few steps, it was like something popped in their brains.

"Whoa, what are you doing here?" Zach asked. His voice sounded normal.

"You two hiding somewhere?" Kendra asked, her tone as flirty as always.

Josh didn't want to tip off their invisibility power, so he said, "Sorry. We thought we saw something over on the other side of the driveway, so we were checking it out. We were about to say hi when you noticed us."

They both smiled. They'd either bought the story, or hid well that they didn't.

"What are you guys doing here?" Whisper asked. "I thought you had to go straight home after school."

Kendra held up a bracelet. "I dropped this last time we were here, and I needed it back. It's a family heirloom, and my parents would be pissed if I didn't bring it home."

Josh's blood ran cold, and Whisper stiffened next to him. They couldn't possibly have heard what was going on in Mr. Baxter's room this morning. He also couldn't see Principal Jenkins relating the story near where students could hear, especially students at in-school suspension.

"Glad you found it," Whisper said. Josh was impressed she kept her voice so smooth. "Did you have to look long?"

"Nah," Zach said. "We found it almost right away. Over by the farmhouse. It's pretty easy to see dropped objects over there."

Though Zach said it in his own voice, there was no doubt that statement came right from the demon. "Good. Good to know," Josh managed to squeak out.

Zach and Kendra gave them a smile, and though it looked harmless enough, Josh could swear there was a sinister undertone to it. "So what are you guys doing here?" Kendra asked. "Going to make out where no one can see?"

"No," they said simultaneously. "Mr. Baxter sent us to do some scouting of the place," Josh added.

"What's in the bag?" Zach asked.

"Nothing," Josh said. "Just some things that he think will help."

Zach leaned in close, and looked around as if he thought someone might be listening in. "You are going to help, right? I don't like what she's doing to us. I can't take it anymore."

Josh's eyes went wide. Kendra leaned away from Whisper, and he had the feeling she'd relayed the same message. Josh's eyes met Whisper's, and they both nodded.

"Yeah. We're going to free you from this tomorrow afternoon." He pointed to the bag of sacred trinkets. "Those will help. We'll get you back. Promise."

Kendra smiled, and Zach nodded. "We'll be here," he said. "We'll do whatever you need us to. We want to be free."

Without so much as a goodbye, they turned and headed for Zach's car. Josh and Whisper didn't move as they watched them drive away. Kendra might have smiled in the passenger seat, but he couldn't tell.

"That was weird," Whisper said.

"Yeah. Where to start?"

"How did they know about the bracelet story? And was that them, or is the demon trying to trick us?"

"They didn't say goodbye," Josh said. "They always say goodbye. That wasn't them, the real them."

"Unless the demon shut them down after they talked and made them leave."

He shook his head. "I don't know what to think. Let's just plant these things and get out of here."

*****

Josh tried to concentrate on his math homework, but two things made the task almost impossible. One, they'd typed up an email to Mr. Baxter and were both anxious to see his response. She had her computer set to chime when a new email came in, but so far, five minutes later, nothing. Two, Whisper kept kicking him. Lightly, and seemingly accidentally, though her coy smile after each one made him think she wasn't as innocent as she let on.

Just as he gave up on getting anything productive done, the computer beeped, signaling an email. Had to be Mr. Baxter, and sure enough, his reply was in.

"This is quite an interesting development. I didn't doubt she'd know you were out there dropping things on her land, but I'd hoped she wouldn't be so brazen about it. This could be bad news, or it could just be false bravado. I take it as a good sign that she sent Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps out to talk to you. To me that means she can't do anything to stop you on her own. I don't believe they were anything but puppets the entire conversation, so be wary. It doesn't look as if you have a choice but to have them there with you, but that's not necessarily a bad thing. You can keep them in sight during the entire ordeal. I also found it interesting that they couldn't see you in your invisible form. It's my understanding that it only works on ghosts, not possessed cases. You can use that tomorrow if necessary. Though if you turn invisible in front of them, they might still see you. Either way, use extreme caution. If this works, they'll be free, but you can bet they'll do anything in their considerable power to stop you. You two know what to do and what's at stake, so I have no doubt you'll do everything you can to make this work. Good luck."

They read it through a few times, and as they did, Whisper cuddled into him. He wasn't sure how her parents would react if they peeked in, but he didn't want to break the moment by bringing that up. Instead he just went for broke and leaned back into her.

"I guess we're really doing this tomorrow," she said, her voice as low as her name. "We're fighting a demon. A few weeks ago I didn't even know they existed."

"It's been an interesting couple of weeks, hasn't it?" he said. "And I bet you thought moving would be hard enough."

"Believe it or not, it's actually made it easier. I've been so focused on the ghosts that I haven't really paid attention to the transition." She smiled up at him. "Plus, if it wasn't for all of this, we wouldn't have gotten to know each other so fast."

Josh gasped as she nuzzled his neck. It tickled a bit, but not in a way that made him want to laugh. If he could breathe, he would've moaned. With her bedroom door open, though, he knew he had to be as quiet as possible.

After too short a time, her lips slid off his neck. He wanted to tell her no, to keep it up, but before he could comprehend anything, her lips were on his. They enjoyed a slow, sensual kiss, even dancing the tips of their tongues against each other. Again, it ended too soon, though that was probably for the best.

She reached up and stroked his cheek, and gave him a smile. "I'm shocked my parents didn't walk in."

"I'm glad they didn't. That was nice."

She smiled and turned back to the computer. "What should we do about them?"

"Your parents?"

"No, silly," she said with a giggle. "Kendra and Zach."

"Oh, yeah."

"Don't worry," she said as she rubbed his knee. "We'll find plenty of time to make out."

He took a deep breath. "Yeah. So about tomorrow? Zach and Kendra?"

"I don't know. Ideas?"

"I guess we do what Mr. Baxter suggested. We wait and see. If they're going to cause trouble, we'll figure something out. All we really need is a minute or so for the banishing to happen. We can have them flush her out, and hopefully before anything can happen, we'll be done."

"Can it really be that easy?"

"Yeah," he said with a shrug. "Especially if the sacred trinkets are still there."

"Let's hope. Mr. Baxter didn't seem worried about it."

"Even if they're not still there, maybe we'll still be strong enough. Mr. Baxter always seems so surprised by the things we can do."

She wrapped her arms around him, but just as quickly dropped them when they heard footsteps in the hallway. Seconds later, her father peeked his head into her room. "Dinner's ready. Go wash up, you two."

"Okay, Daddy. We'll be out in a second."

He nodded. "Homework going well?"

"Uh-huh. Josh is good at math, so we're zipping through that."

Josh suppressed a smile. Luckily they didn't have much homework tonight, so it wasn't technically a lie.

"Excellent. I'm glad you two can be good study buddies." With that, he left.

"I guess we should go wash up," she said, switching the computer to sleep.

"Yeah." He paused, hoping the words would come out right. "Uh, Whisper?"

She looked at him, her arched eyebrows asking "What?"

"Maybe tomorrow after we finish the banishing, we could go out? Like on an actual date?"

"I guess we haven't actually been out on one yet, have we? Yeah, that sounds nice."

"Good. Maybe out to dinner and then miniature golf? Does that sound okay?"

As she rose, she threw a quick hug around him. "Sounds wonderful. As long as we're together, it'll be a good time."

His chest loosened a bit. "Good, good. I guess we can talk about it more later. We should probably get out there before your parents think we're up to something."

She leaned up and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. "There. Now I'm ready."

He followed her to the bathroom to wash up, his hand on her lower back as they went. She smiled up at him, and he knew it was okay. He couldn't wait until they could be alone together tomorrow night with all of this supernatural stuff behind them.
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Josh stepped into history class and balked. Had he walked into the wrong classroom? No, these were his classmates, but that wasn't Mr. Baxter. He glanced up on the whiteboard and saw a name scrawled across in blue ink: Mrs. Gaffigan. A substitute teacher today? How could Mr. Baxter be sick today of all days? They wouldn't have discussed anything to do with the farm, but just knowing he was here was enough to give Josh courage. This was a bad omen.

Someone bumped into him. "Come on, Hart. Quit blocking the doorway." It was Bill Johnson. He still had a light black eye even a few days later, but his nose looked fine. Tuesday he'd been in bad shape, but after he figured out Josh had nothing to do with Zach's attack, he'd been as friendly as ever. Though Josh wasn't sure how Bill would react Monday with Zach back in school.

"Sorry," he muttered.

"Oh, sweet, a sub," Bill said. A murmur worked through the students coming into class, everyone anticipating an easy day. Once the shock of Mr. Baxter being out worked through him, Josh allowed himself a smile. Yeah, he could use an easy day. He found himself searching for a TV/VCR tower, but realized if there was a movie, it would be shown from the overhead projector onto the pull-down screen. That was a cool thing about being in one of the newer classrooms.

 As the tardy bell rang and everyone took their seat, the sub called role. When she got to Josh's name and he raised his hand, she said, "Mr. Hart, I have a note for you from Mr. Baxter."

Josh endured the laughs and taunts. He knew the truth: Mr. Baxter had some final words of advice for him and Whisper. He held back a smile and did his best to put on a bored, almost annoyed look. As he returned to his seat, he gave his classmates a shoulder shrug saying he had no idea what it was about. Instead of ripping it open and reading it now, he stuffed it in his pocket. That way no one could take it from him and see what was really going on. Plus, since everyone figured it was bad news, it gave him a look of defying authority. He was sure by Monday no one would remember, so he wouldn't have to come up with a lie.

Class dragged by as instead of a movie, the sub had them read the next chapter and answer discussion questions. Mr. Baxter left a stack of office referrals in case anyone decided they'd rather talk or do something else, so everyone worked quietly. The sub even earned points by letting them work with partners. Since Zach wasn't there, Josh went it alone. He wondered if the sub knew he'd be spending 6th period in there. The handprint bruises were faded, but still visible. He'd be fine to go back to football conditioning on Monday, but not today. Hopefully Mr. Baxter remembered to mention it. He didn't want any big deal made.

His next class went no faster. He wanted to read Mr. Baxter's note, but by this time he figured he might as well wait for Whisper at lunch. That way they could make their final plans with whatever the note said. Plus she'd probably cuddle up next to him while they read it, and that would be nice.

Lunch mercifully came, and they met with a quick kiss. He led her to their new spot and pulled out the note. She nuzzled his neck as he opened it. If she was going to do that, he didn't care what it said, but unfortunately she stopped. She gave him a wicked smile when he looked over to her, and said, "We should probably stop fooling around and read what it says."

He scoffed. "I wasn't doing anything. That was all you."

Her grin melted to innocent, and he barked out a laugh. Then they turned their attention to Mr. Baxter's note.

"Mr. Hart and Ms. Douglas: I'm sorry I'm absent today, but since you are headed straight to the farm after school, you didn't need me there. I decided it best if I stayed home and conducted some final research. If I find anything that'll help with the banishing this afternoon, I'll hit you with a text message. Make sure you don't turn your phones on until after school, of course; you know the rules, and I won't be held responsible if you get your phones taken away. If you don't hear from me at all, it means I couldn't find anything pertinent, and continue on as planned. Good luck, and no matter how it goes, make sure you email me afterwards. Mr. Baxter.

"P.S. Mr. Hart--The substitute teacher knows you'll be there for 6th period. Do your homework in the back of the room, and I'm sure there will be no problems."

They read it over a couple of times to make sure they hadn't missed anything important, but it looked like no new information would come, if at all, until after school. He folded the note and placed it back in the envelope. He'd tear it up and throw it away later, but not here at school. He was also glad 6th period was taken care of.

Though Josh wasn't hungry, and Whisper admitted the same, they ate their lunches, both deciding it was best to have energy for that afternoon. When finished, they had a hard time not snuggling up with each other and making out; one of the lunch supervisors noticed them and made an obvious show of watching their behavior. They didn't want to get in trouble, so they occupied themselves with math homework. Soon after, the lunch bell rang, and Josh knew it would be a long two periods until school ended.

*****

Josh pulled his car into the farm driveway. They both ignored the sign, which today read, "Good luck. You will need it." He and Whisper made small talk on the way over, but he couldn't remember about what. It had been nothing more than to keep their minds occupied. Both knew the basic plan, so no need to rehash it over and over. Mr. Baxter sent one text telling them that he didn't find anything new, so go with what they had.

As they hopped out of the car, Zach and Kendra pulled up behind them. Kendra leaped out of the car and gave Whisper a big hug, then high-fived Josh. Zach came over and gave Josh a fist bump, and Whisper a little hello wave. Josh and Whisper shared a look. He wasn't sure if this was a show put on by the demon, or if they had temporarily broken free from her.

"So what's the plan?" Zach asked.

"You guys really want to help?" Josh asked.

"Yes. Why wouldn't we want to get rid of some yucky demon?"

Josh and Whisper shared another look. Slowly, gingerly, she said, "Well, we kind of thought you guys might still be possessed."

Zach and Kendra laughed.

"Possessed? Us?" Zach said.

"You guys are silly."

"I mean, maybe for a little while, but we're fine now. We just want to get rid of this bitch. Payback, yo."

"So the plan, Joshy?" Kendra asked.

"Okay. Why don't you two go in there and flush the demon out? We'll follow and before she knows it, we'll have her banished to whatever realm she came from."

"So just bring her out to the front of her house?" Zach asked.

"That should do it."

Zach and Kendra nodded. "That sounds too easy, Joshy. You don't need us to do anything else?"

He shook his head. "No, we have it from there." He looked at Whisper. "Ready?"

"I'm set."

"Okay. Go on, you two. We'll be there in a minute. Be careful."

"We're always careful."

With that, they walked towards the farm and disappeared around the safe corner without another word. Josh wasn't sure. They seemed normal enough, but it could all be a ruse. He wouldn't trust them until the demon was gone. He reached out and squeezed Whisper's hand.

"Shall we?" she said.

He nodded. They turned invisible, and hurried out to the fields towards the farmhouse. Even if Zach and Kendra were still against them, they should be able to get the banishing spell off before they could do anything. And if the trinkets were still in the field, it should be a slam dunk.

They ran past the oblivious ghosts and found Zach and Kendra leading the demon out of the house. Josh paid little heed to the demon's appearance before, more worried about the evil that bled off her. He remembered she looked about their age, and she was attractive, but that was it. Now he saw how really beautiful she was, though he still could feel so much evil that he didn't care. Was that part of his Ghost Between power, insulating him from her amplified charms? He guessed that was the case, and that's how she entrapped Zach and Kendra.

Whisper pointed down towards the dirt, and he looked down and saw one of the sacred trinkets glittering in the afternoon sun. They shared a smile and grabbed hands. With those scattered around, they could do it from right here, far enough away to be safe.

"Get them!" the demon shouted. Zach and Kendra looked around, not seeing through their invisibility. "There, you fools!" This time the demon pointed at them, and their invisibility dropped.

To Josh's dismay, the demon also caused their banishing power to drain a bit. It had built up almost to his shoulder, but now was back down almost to his elbow. They couldn't release it and hope for the best unless they were completely powered up. The ghosts that had been floating around zeroed in. Whisper gave him a panicked look, and he yelled, "Run!"

Before he could even take a step away, Zach tackled him. They slammed to the ground, shooting Josh's breath out of him. Zach didn't do anything else except keep him pinned to the ground. The ghosts zipped in and pounded into him. Their incorporeal form didn't feel that way. It was as if he was getting jumped by a huge gang. Was he bruising, like when the ghost in his room had choked him? How would he explain this, not just to his mom, but to everyone? But first things first; he needed to survive.

Though Zach didn't let him up, he did have his arms free enough to shield himself somewhat. He peeked over to see how Whisper was faring, and realized she'd managed to turn herself invisible again. Could he do it now, or was it too late? Before he tried, Kendra reared back and kicked him hard in the ribs. Had the demon foreseen all of this and had her wear her heavy boots on purpose, or was it a happy little coincidence?

"No!" Whisper yelled, and she threw herself at Kendra. They both splattered to the ground, but he saw the vacant smile still on Kendra's face. He guessed Zach probably wore the same expression.

Whisper's invisibility dropped as soon as she collided with Kendra, and the ghosts moved towards her. She was close enough for Josh to reach out and grip her ankle, and he willed off a burst of power, not really concentrating on anything except keeping the ghosts off of her. As it rushed out from him, the ghosts stopped, stunned. Both Zach and Kendra quit grappling, as well. Whisper crawled over to him and grabbed his hands. They concentrated and quickly fired off as big of a banishing spell as they could. Though it was nowhere near enough to get rid of the demon, the ghosts around them vanished. They stumbled to their feet before Zach and Kendra could recover.

Josh dragged Whisper towards the demon. "Let's finish this." Fear was draped over her face, but she nodded.

"Did you really think this would work?" the demon asked. "Did you think you two children would walk into my domain and defeat me? I snared your two friends so easily. You may have powers, but they're insignificant compared to me."

"Invisible. Then we banish her."

Whisper nodded, and they grasped hands. Zach and Kendra stood up and looked lost. They still couldn't see through the invisibility spell.

"They're right in front of you, you imbeciles." The demon pointed, and though Josh didn't feel his invisibility drop, Zach and Kendra saw them. This time they didn't charge, just walked at a leisurely pace. Josh knew right away they wouldn't have enough time to get the banishing spell off, but running wouldn't do much good, either. Maybe someone would make a mistake, and he and Whisper would end this right now. The power worked halfway up his bicep, but that's as far as it got before Zach grabbed him, and Kendra had Whisper. The banishing fired off, but it was nowhere near powerful enough, even with the trinkets lying about.

"Listen now and listen well," the demon said. "I'm letting you leave this time. Remember the humiliating pain of defeat. If you decide to revisit this farm, my home, I won't be as lenient. You'll end up like one of my minions." She swept her hand out, meaning the ghosts. "I will find a way out of my prison. I suggest moving far away. My forces will get to you eventually, but you'll have longer to live."

With that, she turned and walked back into the house. Zach and Kendra pushed them towards the safe corner and the driveway, neither saying a word. Truth be told, Josh couldn't even hear them breathing.

"Zach? Come on, man, it's me, Josh. We've been best friends since seventh grade. Break her spell." Zach didn't so much as blink.

"Kend? We've known each other forever. We've never even been mad at each other, and now you're doing this? We used to keep the bullies off of each other in elementary school. Now you're a bully? Come on, Kend, you know this isn't right. You know this isn't you." Nothing.

"It's no use," Whisper said. "They're too far under her control. I don't know what to do."

Neither did Josh. As Zach and Kendra pushed them into the driveway and walked back to their master, Josh and Whisper could only watch them go.

"I guess we just have to hope Mr. Baxter can come up with something else." Josh put his arm around Whisper and headed towards the car. After a few steps, he realized he hurt all over. His adrenaline had put the supernatural beating out of his mind, but now that it was over and they'd lost, he felt every ghostly collision. He remembered the ghost in his room that choked him and realized all ghosts could be as solid as the living.

Whisper noticed him limping, a scared expression on her face. "Are you hurt?"

"I feel like I got pounded. Are there any visible bruises?"

She looked at him, shook her head, and started crying. "No, but I'm so sorry. I didn't help at all. I didn't know how to stop those ghosts from hitting you."

He grabbed her in as tight a hug as his body could stand. "Shh-shh-shh. Don't cry. You did great. Kendra's boots were really heavy. If you hadn't pulled her off of me, she could have done some real damage. I'm not hurt or anything, thanks to you. Just sore."

He pulled up his shirt, expecting his upper body to be black and blue, but there was just one deep bruise in his ribs where Kendra had socked him. The ghostly attacks hadn't caused any visible harm. That was a minor positive that came out of this. Was he more powerful now, able to keep bumps and bruises from showing, or had they not wanted him to bruise?

He smiled when he noticed Whisper pretending not to look at his torso. "I'm sure we'll hit the beach and pool plenty this summer. It's not a big deal for you to see me without my shirt.

She blushed. "I know. It just felt weird in this situation." She blushed harder. "You look nice without it on."

He pulled his shirt back down and gathered her up in a hug. He couldn't hold back a chuckle.

"What?"

He shook his head. "It just seems funny to me. We lost a battle against a demon, two possessed friends, and who knows how many ghosts, and now we're talking about me without my shirt on instead of that. What we just went through would blow most peoples minds, and it hardly phased us."

She gave him a careful nudge. "I think it would blow my mind, too, if I chose to think about it."

"Yeah, I guess you're right." He looked over to the safe corner, shook his head, and started towards his car. "I just hope Mr. Baxter knows what to do next."
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It wasn't five minutes before Mr. Baxter got back to them via email. Their note had been pretty morose, but Josh didn't see how that could be fixed. They had their chance and failed. The demon had never been in any real danger, even with all of the trinkets scattered around. He didn't see any way in which they could build up their power quick enough to trap her.

"You tried and came out none the worse for wear. Okay, maybe a bruise for you, Mr. Hart, but still fine. Honestly, I don't know our next step, but I still have plenty of research material. I'll find something. In the meantime, you two stay away from that farm, and if you see Mr. Riley or Ms. Phelps, go the other way. Remember, it's not really them, so as hard as it might seem, don't hold any grudges. Don't worry, we'll get this worked out. Try to have a good weekend, and don't think about any of this until Monday." He signed his name, and that was it.

Whisper shrugged and turned off the Internet browser. "We have to trust him, I guess. What else can we do?"

"He'll find something." Josh hoped his voice sounded more positive than he felt.

She nodded and laid her head against his shoulder. "Would you be angry with me if we postponed our date until tomorrow night? I think I'd prefer to stay home tonight." She paused and bit her lower lip. "If you were looking forward to it, though . . ."

He shook his head and smiled. "I am looking forward to it, but I'd rather wait until tomorrow, too."

"Stay for dinner?"

He kissed her forehead. "No. My mom will be home, so I might as well go hang out with her. But if she starts harping on me about finding a job, maybe I'll bring over a movie for us to watch later."

"Hmm, I want you to get along with your mother and all, but I'd love to watch a movie with you."

"We have plenty of time. I'm not planning on letting you out of my grasp now that I have you."

She snuggled into him. "Good. That feeling's mutual, by the way."

He leaned down and kissed her. Her bedroom door was still standing open, meaning her parents could walk in at any moment, but he didn't care about that right now. This would just be a quick kiss.

Or so he thought.

Her tongue snaked between his lips. He let out a light moan and felt her smile. He almost lifted one hand to her chest, but he remembered the open door. And lucky he did because not long after they started, her dad cleared his throat from the doorway. They leapt apart, and though his vision was a bit hazy and blurred, he could swear he saw a small smile on her dad's face.

"Yeah, this is why we asked for the door to be open."

"Sorry, Daddy." Her face was crimson. He wondered if his matched.

"You staying for dinner, Josh?"

"No, sir. I need to get home soon."

"I thought you two had a hot and heavy date tonight. Or was that it?"

"Daddy!"

Josh laughed. He couldn't help it.

Mr. Douglas winked at him, and then asked, "Well?"

"We'll be going miniature golfing tomorrow night. If that's okay."

"Kissing my daughter isn't okay, but you do that, so I guess I don't have much of a say."

"Daddy!"

"Okay, okay. I'll leave you two alone. But, remember, no more kissing in here. Got it?"

"Yes, sir."

"Yes, Daddy."

He left, and Josh chuckled. "That could have gone worse."

"God, I hope he doesn't tell Mom. Who knows how she'll react."

Josh stood up and grabbed his backpack. "I better go. I'll call you later. Maybe we can do math homework by phone again."

She stood and rubbed his cheek. "Sounds like a plan." She rubbed his cheek and grinned. "I wonder if most of our Friday nights will be this exciting."

"Anytime I'm with you or talking to you is exciting."

She let out a little sound that sounded like a bit of a squeal out of her throat. She glanced at the door, and then said, "If we were alone, you'd so get a kissing for that."

He rubbed her lower back and they headed out. He waved goodbye to her parents, and they returned it as if nothing had just happened. He hoped Whisper was right and her dad didn't tell her mom that he'd caught them kissing. Not because he thought she'd be mad or anything, but because it would be embarrassing.

They reached his car, and she threw her arms around him. "I'm sure Dad's watching, so this is as good as you get." She gave him a peck on the cheek and returned to the sidewalk. "Call me later."

"You know I will. See you."

She waved and walked back up to her front door. She didn't go in, though, until he drove away, waving as he went. His heart beat hard in his chest even as she and her house went out of sight. Oh man, was this what love felt like?

*****

Josh couldn't pull his head from the clouds as he walked up to his front door. The air grew colder the closer he got, but he didn't pay it much mind. It wasn't until his brain started buzzing that something was wrong that he snapped to attention. He grasped the front doorknob and yanked his hand back. It was freezing, so much so that he was surprised some of his skin didn't stick to it.

He turned invisible and used his backpack to open the door. Mom stood in the middle of the living room, snapping pictures at nothing with her old camera. He hadn't seen that camera since she got her new digital one a few years back--did this one even have film in it?

With every snap and flash, a new ghost popped into existence. First it would be a ball of energy, then with the next picture it would be a partial apparition, and with the third, it was a full-bodied apparition. He saw she wasn't in control of her actions. In fact, it looked like she wasn't home at all. She wasn't possessed in the way Zach and Kendra were, but instead simply acting as a vessel for the pictures.

Josh had no idea what to do. Without Whisper, he couldn't do anything to the spirits. He supposed he could read them to see what they wanted, but that wouldn't do much good with so many flying around.

After a few more clicks and flashes, the camera stopped and the film automatically rewound. She didn't stop pushing her finger on the button. Instead of trying to reason with her (what would be the point with her in this state?) he grabbed the camera, tore out the film, and flung the used roll to the ground. He stepped on the film and twisted his shoe, grinding it into the carpet. He didn't know why he did it, but it felt like the right thing to do.

Josh reached for his cell phone to call Whisper. He didn't care if her parents had to drive her, but she needed to be here to get rid of the ghosts. Before he flipped his phone open, the ghosts were gone. He reached out with his thoughts and found the house clear. How had that happened?

He looked up at Mom, and though she wasn't fully herself yet, she'd be fine. She was coming out of her haze. He led her over to the couch, which she slumped down onto. Before he could question her, Zach sauntered out of the kitchen.

"Hey, Josh. Your mom was nice enough to get me a bowl of ice cream while I waited for you. She was in the mood to take some pictures, so I found that camera for her."

A small bump rose on Zach's cheek and ran over his skin like an old Etch-A-Sketch. It spelled out "help" in cursive, and then disappeared. Had he imagined that?

"What do you want, Zach?"

"Nothing," he said with a shrug. "What, a guy can't come over and hang out with his buddy?"

Josh felt his temper rise, but he kept it in check. The strange ball worked its way into Zach's skin again, this time spelling out "film" before it erased. A second later, it spelled out "key." Josh knew he hadn't imagined those.

"I think it's time for you to leave," Josh said, gripping Zach's shoulder. He expected Zach to fight back, but instead he let himself be pushed to the door, laughing the whole way. Josh pulled open the front door and shoved Zach out.

"She's not afraid of you. You realize that, right? She'll be free sooner than you, your whore, or that stupid teacher think."

Josh balled his hands into fists, but again kept his temper in check. Instead he watched the strange writing spell out "help" on Zach's right cheek, while "me" appeared on his left. That didn't feel like a deception by the demon, but the actual Zach calling for help. Josh knew his hand-writing well enough to know it was him. But what could he do, especially without Whisper here? Instead he said, "Just get out of here," and slammed the door. He peeked through the peephole in the front door and watched as Zach stood there unmoving for a few seconds before turning and heading away. Had he parked his car around the corner where Josh wouldn't see it, or had he walked? It was a mystery that really didn't matter, especially since Josh needed to check on his mom.

"You treated Zach rather rudely," she said. "He was just here to say hi."

"He's going through some bad things right now, Mom."

She frowned. "Then you should help him, not push him away. He's your best friend."

"Pushing him away is exactly what he needs. He won't get better by me talking to him."

Before she could launch into more, he sat down and asked, "How are you feeling?"

"Fine, why do you ask?"

He raised his eyebrows, causing her to sigh.

"You know me too well. I'm tired is all. Nothing for you to worry about."

"Why was Zach here?"

"He said he wanted to see you. I invited him in for some ice cream."

"And what did you do while he was eating?"

"Why the third degree? You're usually not this inquisitive."

He held up the camera and the destroyed film. "Why were you taking pictures in here? Especially with this camera?"

Her frown deepened. "I . . . don't know." She slumped back on the couch. "I don't remember anything after dishing up the ice cream. And where did that come from? I haven't seen that camera in forever."

Josh stood up and walked to the kitchen. Maybe Zach had kept her occupied while he did something in here.

"I'm going to go up and lie down for awhile, Josh," his mom called from behind him. "You can handle dinner on your own?"

"Yeah, Mom. Go rest up. You look exhausted."

He heard her murmur that she must be as she climbed the stairs. He stuck his head into the kitchen, but neither saw nor felt anything out of place. Zach's bowl lay on the kitchen table. He walked over to put it in the sink when he saw written in the melted chocolate an "H" and an "E." It looked like there'd been room left to finish the word, but he hadn't. Maybe the demon had caught on to what he was doing and put a stop to it. Or maybe this was all another part of the game she was playing. He sighed, rinsed the dish out, and headed upstairs to call Whisper.

*****

Josh crawled onto his bed and reached for his landline to call Whisper when his cell rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and saw it was her. Talk about timing.

"Hi, Whisper."

"Hey, Josh. I just wanted to warn you to be careful. Kendra stopped by a few minutes ago and tried to charm her way in past my parents. They'd have let her in, too, if I hadn't been there. Who knows what she'd have done."

"She'd have brought ghosts in there with her. Zach got here before I came home."

He heard her gasp. "Oh no. Are you alright?"

"Yeah. And more importantly, I think my mom is, too. Zach blanked her memory for a bit and made her take pictures to bring in ghosts. I thought I was going to have to call you over, but I got rid of them." He told her about the film he crushed under his feet and how when it was bent to useless, the ghosts disappeared as neatly as if they'd been banished.

"That's strange. Can we use that? Maybe Mr. Baxter will know." He heard clicking sounds in the background.

"What's that sound?"

"My keyboard. I'm emailing Mr. Baxter right now." She paused. "Why didn't your anti-ghost strip or whatever it's called work? I remember you saying you put it in."

"I don't know. But every click of the camera brought more ghosts, so maybe it was overwhelmed."

"I'll add that to the email."

"Add something else, too. It's about Zach." He explained the weird writing that appeared on his cheek, and the half-finished message of help in the ice cream bowl. "He gave my mom the camera. We know digital cameras work for getting ghosts to appear, but he chose that one. I don't even know how he found it so quick. I have no idea where she kept it."

"You don't think it was the demon trying to trick us again?"

"I don't think so. I can't explain why. It felt like Zach trying to get my attention, trying to get help."

He heard her type for a few more seconds. "Anything else you think I should add?"

Nothing immediate came to mind. "No, I think that's enough for now. Hopefully it'll all make sense to him."

"Okay. Sent. Let's hope he's by his computer."

"Yeah. Did Kendra seem like her normal self, or was she obviously possessed?"

"She seemed normal, I guess. I mean, I haven't known her for all that long, but she seemed okay. Until my parents left, and I told her to go away. Then she got a bit nasty. That's all I'll say."

"Yeah, Kendra doesn't do nasty. I wonder if she's trying to ask for help, too. But you'd have noticed."

"Maybe she hasn't figured out how like Zach." A ding sounded in the background. "Mr. Baxter's reply."

He sat up in bed. "What's it say?"

"Here, I'll forward it to you."

"Fine, but read it. My computer will take a few minutes to boot up."

"Don't let either of them in your houses. Think of something to tell your parents. Your talismans work fine, but with either of them already in the house, the ghosts can bypass the magic.

"As for the strange writing on Mr. Riley's face, it's quite possible he's inside trying to gain your attention. They both know everything going on around them, but there's nothing they can do to interact. I'm impressed he figured out how to do that much; it's certainly not the demon's doing.

"Finally, the film in the camera is an interesting angle. I've heard of such things, but I can't remember what. I know someone who has a more extensive library than I do, so I guess I have a road trip ahead of me this weekend. Stay vigilant and out of trouble. We'll talk after school on Monday, and hopefully we'll have a new plan of attack. Be safe, and I'll see you then."

"That's the end of it," Whisper said.

"At least he has a plan. Maybe Zach was able to give my mom that camera because he thought it'd help us."

"Maybe. I guess we shouldn't dwell on it too much."

"Yeah. Can I still call you later to do our math homework?"

He heard the smile in her voice. "Of course. We need to keep our minds off the supernatural, after all."

"And maybe we can spend more time together tomorrow than just the miniature golf? I'll take you on a picnic or something. There are some nice parks around here you probably haven't seen."

"That sounds wonderful." She laughed. "As long as it's not the farm."

He joined her laughter. "No, I promise it's not."

"Good. I'll make us some sandwiches and desserts, and you bring the drinks and chips. Deal?"

"Deal. And speaking of food, I should probably see if my mom wants me to make her any dinner."

"And I'm sure my dinner will be ready soon, too. Talk to you in an hour or so?"

"Perfect. I'll call you."

"Okay. Bye."

He hung up and took a deep breath, his mind on tomorrow rather than the events of today. That was exactly what he needed. He leapt up from his bed and went to see what Mom wanted for dinner.
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Whisper leaned back against Josh as they gazed out at the duck-filled pond. The early afternoon sun danced along the water's surface in an intricate pattern, thanks to all the birds above and fish below. He hadn't been in this park since elementary school, when his mom used to bring him to play on the playground equipment. Then it'd been metal monkey bars, slides, and swings on a sand pit. Now it was an intricate maze of huge plastic toys on top of a rubber mat. Part of him was disgusted at the change from his childhood, but the rest of him realized that plastic monstrosity actually looked like a lot of fun. Ah, who was he kidding? If no one was here, he'd climb around on it right now.

Whisper reached up and stroked his cheek. "What are you thinking about?"

"Just reminiscing. I used to come here all the time. The playground equipment was different, older, but I always had fun." He kissed the top of her head. Even as he did it, he marveled at how comfortable he was with her. It was like they'd known each other forever. Was being perfectly matched with your partner part of being a Ghost Between? Or would they be like this without their supernatural abilities?

"It sure is beautiful."

"Yeah." He chuckled. "I never noticed before. When I was younger, it was all about the toys on the playground."

She glanced up and gave him a crooked smile. "Who are you kidding? You'd go play on those right now if you could."

He must've had a funny look on his face because she cracked up.

"What?" she said. "Am I wrong?"

"No, that's the thing. That's exactly what was going through my mind when you asked what I was thinking about. Can you read my thoughts?"

She rolled her eyes. "Please, don't scare me. Who knows what runs through the mind of a sixteen year old boy." She giggled and quickly kissed his neck. "I'm teasing. No, I can't read your mind. I just figured."

He grunted but wrapped his arms tight around her. "I'm guessing these Ghost Between powers mean we know each other better than should be possible."

"It's nice, though, isn't it?"

"Yeah. I didn't think I'd ever be this comfortable around a girl. Especially one as pretty and cool as you."

She guided his mouth down to hers and they shared as passionate a kiss as they dared in a crowded park. He wouldn't mind if the kiss lasted the entire afternoon, but something tickled his brain. A ghost. She felt it, too, and they broke apart, ready for battle.

"Zach and Kendra?" he asked. "Be ready."

She shook her head. "I don't think it's them. This doesn't feel evil. Not like any ghosts from the farm."

She was right. Movement on the pond that didn't match any disturbances the duck or fish caused caught his eye. A shimmering figure rose from the water, looked their way, and approached. As they waited at their blanket, Josh wondered what people around them thought of them staring out at nothing. Hopefully it looked like they were gazing out at the pond.

Josh wasn't sure how they'd communicate with this ghost, who looked to be a middle aged man in a cheap leisure suit like he'd seen in old sitcoms from the 70s. That question was answered when a voice sprang into his mind.

"Hello, Ghost Betweens. I've hoped you would visit me."

"How do you know us?" Whisper asked. Josh realized her voice, too, came directly into his mind. So this wasn't something that happened only with the evil ghost in the barn. At least people in the park wouldn't think they were talking to imaginary friends.

"The power that bleeds off of you two is unmistakable. We knew you were close the moment you met."

"What do you want from us?" Josh asked.

"It took me so long to realize I was dead that I missed my portal to the other side."

"And we can help with that?" Whisper asked.

"Of course. You're Ghost Betweens. There are a few others here in this park. I'm sure they'll come to you once you've sent me on my way."

Josh frowned. "But we don't know how to do that." Even as he said it, though, he realized he was mistaken; he did know what to do. He looked at Whisper, who nodded. Instead of linking hands, he put his arm around her shoulder.

"Be at peace," Whisper said, and the ghost smiled. They concentrated briefly, but instead of energy building up their arms, a bubble of energy expanded from them, enveloping the ghost. And just like that, he was gone.

"That was easy," Josh said. He felt almost giddy, like a tiny piece of the universe had been righted. The serene look on Whisper's face proved she felt the same.

"Maybe that's why we were given these powers. Not to fight demons, but to help ghosts in need."

"It felt good, didn't it?"

"Yeah. Here comes another." She pointed down the path that led around the pond. A young girl, probably no older than ten or so, waved at them and hurried over. She had the same shimmering skin as the ghost that came out of the pond.

"Hello, Ghost Betweens. You'll help me?"

"Of course," Josh said.

"Good. I miss my mommy and daddy. I can't wait to see them again." She smiled up, a look of such hope and innocence etched on her face that Josh felt tears come to his eyes that she'd been ripped from life at such an early age. He almost read her to find out what happened, but he didn't know what the etiquette for that was.

He and Whisper concentrated again, and seconds later she was gone. Before they could bask in the peaceful feeling, the third ghost approached from behind them. She was an older lady that Josh remembered seeing when he played here as a child. Then he didn't understand other people couldn't see her, while now he knew only he and Whisper could.

She smiled at Josh. "I knew, even back then, that someday you'd rescue me." Her smile shifted to Whisper. "And such a lovely partner you have."

"Thank you," Whisper said. "Are you ready?"

"Yes, dear. I've had plenty of time to realize I no longer drew breath. I want to see what's next."

Seconds later, she, too, was gone. Josh scanned the rest of the park, but couldn't sense any more spirits. His chest swelled with pride of a job well done. He couldn't believe how much more satisfying that was than forcibly banishing the evil spirits.

Whisper embraced him and sobbed quietly into his chest. "What's the matter, sweetheart?" He said it with his mind.

"Sorry, sorry. Nothing. Happy tears. They just overwhelmed me." She paused. "We're not talking, are we?"

He tilted her chin up and brushed a tear off her cheek. "No, just like with the ghosts. Could we always do this, or will it fade?"

She smiled. "I don't know. Too bad we don't have a class together. We'd be able to talk all we wanted during boring lectures."

He laughed, and then out loud said, "That would be fun."

"Hmm. I guess it wore off," she said, also out loud. "We'll have to play with that power and figure it out. It could come in handy."

"Yeah, but would we use it for good or evil?" He added his best super-villain laugh, which caused her to crack up.

"You'd probably use it for good." She flashed a wicked grin. "I'm not so sure about me, though."

"Ooh, you naughty girl." He gave her a tight hug, lifted her up, and spun her around a couple of times, bringing out a surprised squeal from her. He laughed and gently set her down.

She craned her neck up and kissed him. "Shall we put the stuff away? I'd like to walk around the pond for a bit."

"Sounds like a plan."
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Josh knocked the orange golf ball towards the tiny anthill of the first hole at the Fantasy Kingdom Miniature Golf Course. Whisper clicked a photo as soon as he made contact. He'd struck it a little too hard, and it was destined to skid right over the top, but luck was on his side. It smacked into the lip of the hole, bounced up, and settled in the cup.

"Whoo! Hole in one!"

"Nice shot. No way I'll match that."

"Just do your best. I'll try to correct your form whenever I can."

She winked at him. "Hands-on approach, I hope."

He chuckled and felt his cheeks heat up. "If that's what it takes." He jogged over to the hole, picked his ball out, and returned.

She stood over the bright red ball, and he could already see she had no clue about what she was doing. She lined up too far from it. He didn't say anything this time, deciding to let her finish her first swing. Though he doubted it, maybe she had her own style that would work well enough.

Nope. She took too big a backswing, and swung through, causing the ball to fly off at a funny angle. He had no idea which way was hook and which was slice, but that didn't matter. This was a shank. It flew into the concrete siding of the hole, flipped up, and landed in the bushes to the side. She let out a surprised yelp and then barked out a laugh. "I don't think it was supposed to do that."

"Not quite." Luckily her ball stuck in the top of the bushes for an easy retrieval. He placed it back at the tee. "Here, try again."

She stepped up to the ball, and he nudged her closer to it. He then reached around to help her with her swing. She melted into him, and he wasn't sure if she was paying any attention to the golf club.

"See how close you are to the ball?"

She nodded.

"This is where you should stand. And last time you swung way too hard. Let me show you how to do it."

"Okay," she said. It came out as a grunt, like she said it from the back of her throat. He almost laughed. He knew girls drove guys nuts all the time, but he sometimes forgot it was a two-way street.

He guided her hands back in a smooth motion, and they pushed forward. This time the ball smacked off the club face in a smooth line, straight for the hole. It was a much better shot than his had been. It floated up the front edge of the anthill and dropped into the hole.

Whisper jumped up and squealed. "Hole in one! Hole in one!"

Josh smiled at her, but then broke the bad news. "You realize the first one counts as a stroke, right?"

She opened her mouth in shock. "No. It was practice."

He looked back and saw no one was waiting. "Tell you what. For a kiss, we'll forget all about it."

"Deal." She threw herself at him, and they kissed with passion. Neither cared for a minute that they were in public, but soon reality overtook them, and they pulled apart.

"I'll mark down a one for both our scores," Josh said.

She flashed him a wicked grin. "If I give you enough kisses, do I win?"

His competitive drive almost took over. Almost. Instead he came to his senses and said, "Uh-huh."

She smiled and gave him a peck on the lips. She walked to the hole to get her ball, but before she did, her camera was out, and she took three or four pictures of it lying in there. She glanced at him and shrugged. "I've never had a hole-in-one before. Might as well keep the picture for prosperity, right?"

He laughed. "Yeah. Though I bet we can get you lots more tonight."

She giggled and skipped towards him. As she got near, she engulfed him in a big hug. "Promise?"

"I'll do my best," he said, a lump in his throat. They walked to the second hole, hand in hand.

He lined up his shot on hole number two, a model of a medieval castle with a drawbridge that went up and down. He loved the high fantasy aspect of the course. Each hole held the theme, if not in the actual game play, then in the surrounding decorations. He'd played this one often enough to know that if you got the ball through the drawbridge, there was a good chance it'd go in the hole. And if you missed, it was still an easy tap in for two.

As he waited for the drawbridge to drop, Whisper snapped pictures. "This place is so cool. The miniature golf courses I've been to have been themed, but nothing as neat as this."

He took his shot. The ball skipped into the castle and rolled out the back, right into the hole. "Yes!"

Whisper clapped. "Wow, you're really good at this."

"Nah. These first two holes are easy. They get tougher as we go."

She set her ball down and batted her eyelashes at him. "Are you going to help me or not?"

Who was he to say no to that? He hurried up behind her, lined her up, and gripped her hands. "Remember to bring your hands back slow and steady. Don't swing too hard, just enough to get good momentum on the ball."

"Now?" Her voice had that gravely tone again, and he couldn't hold back a smile. God, he wanted to forget about golf, take her somewhere private, and kiss her for the rest of the night.

"As soon as the drawbridge is almost all the way down." They waited a few seconds. "Now."

They swung the club, and her ball flew straight. It bounded through the castle and plopped down on top of his ball in the hole. This time she didn't squeal in delight, but headed over to retrieve it with a cocky walk.

"You look like you think you can do that on your own now," he said with a laugh.

She turned to him and rolled her eyes. "Just when I see the fun in this game, you want to stop draping yourself over me? No thank you."

It was his turn to mumble "Okay" in a throaty voice.

"I thought you'd see it my way."

They walked to the third hole, the first hard one. It was a loop. Not only did you have to hit the ball pretty solid to get it to the other side, but once you did, there was no guarantee the ball would get near the hole. Josh rarely scored even a two on this one. He wasn't sure how well he'd help Whisper, but at least he'd enjoy the effort.

Before he placed his ball down, something whizzed by him in his peripheral vision. He turned to see what it was, but saw nothing. He shook his head. Maybe it'd been a bat. They sometimes came out in the area. He wouldn't say anything to Whisper in case bats freaked her out.

"Uh, Josh?"

"Yeah?" He turned and saw her eyes wide as she looked at the display of her camera. "What? What is it?"

"There are blurs on the screen. Like at the farm." She lifted the camera and snapped a number of pictures in a row. Josh dropped his putter and ran towards her.

"No, Whisper, don't!"

He was too late. Blurry apparitions appeared and gained form. Throughout the entire miniature golf complex ghosts popped into being, like a floodgate had opened. These, like those at the farm, weren't friendly.

"I'm sorry, Josh," she said, tears forming in her eyes, "but I had to know if it was ghosts."

He turned invisible and felt Whisper do the same. Without a word spoken between them, they grasped hands and banished the nearby ghosts. Josh both saw and sensed that there were quite a few floating around, but no more than had been at school. They had to do this before anyone knew anything was wrong.

Though their immediate area was unpopulated, people filled other parts of the course, to say nothing of the pizza parlor and arcade inside the giant castle. Those were always crowded on Saturday nights. He didn't want to think about what would happen if a spirit got loose in there.

No one else knew of the danger. They banished about half of the invaders in less than a minute, but that's where the easy part ended. The remaining ghosts scattered themselves around the complex, and were beginning to gain a sense of purpose, unlike what the ghosts at school had managed.

"What do we do?" Whisper asked.

"Let's get the ones closest to the most people," Josh said, pointing towards the pizza parlor and arcade. "Then we'll handle the rest."

It took a few minutes to clean up the ghosts without people getting suspicious. They acted like they were looking around for friends as they concentrated on the banishing. No one gave them a second glance, and the ghosts didn't get close enough to anyone to do any harm. Without a word, they hurried over to the far side of the course where the remaining ghosts had congregated.

They picked their way through other people's games in their haste, using excuses of a lost little brother to gain sympathy rather than anger. Josh saw he messed up a couple of shots, but apologized and suggested a mulligan. No one punched him, or really even yelled, so it was a success. He could have sworn he saw both Zach and Kendra a few different times out among the fantasy decorations, but every time he looked closer, they weren't there.

Whisper pointed to the back fence where a couple of ghosts advanced on a young family. Josh gritted his teeth and pulled Whisper along faster. They jumped in between the family and the ghosts, pretending they were looking out at the freeway behind the miniature golf complex. The banishing went smooth, and the family hardly noticed them. He couldn't see any other ghosts, but he sensed another one out there somewhere.

Whisper felt it, too. "Where is it?"

Back against the far wall of the complex, he was able to survey the entire course. And that's when he did see Zach. He smiled at Josh and pointed over towards the eighteenth hole, the one where you deposited your ball into a cage. If you hit it right, you'd win a free game. Josh had been successful a few times, but not often. But now, in this game of life and death, he and Whisper had failed.

The ghost floated towards a family, or more precisely, the dad. They sprinted towards the scene, hopeful they'd make it there before the ghost could cause any real harm. Before they were even halfway, Josh realized they weren't going to make it. The ghost pushed its hands through the man's back, aimed right at his heart. The dad lined up his shot and swung, while his wife and two boys watched the outcome, not him. The ball skipped under the wire mesh and just missed the magic free game spot. The family groaned, and then the ghost's hand squeezed the man's heart. He gasped and fell. The wife turned just in time to see him collapse.

"Nick! No! Someone help!"

The kids flew into hysterics, and the ghost bounced happily away, unwittingly towards Josh and Whisper. They banished it, but the damage was done. They could only stare at the scene, but for different reasons than other people. As employees of the golf course rushed in to help, Josh and Whisper were the only ones to see the man's soul rip free from his body and float away.

Whisper buried her head into Josh's shoulder and sobbed. He had to fight hard to keep his own tears from coming. They'd failed. They'd failed big time.

*****

They stood in front of Whisper's house, leaning on his car. She still heaved occasional sobs into his chest as he stood holding her. He couldn't think of any comforting words, so he just held her, one hand combing through her hair, while the other scratched her back.

After a few minutes, she looked up at him, her eyes red and puffy. "We saw him die. We saw the exact moment he died."

Josh wasn't sure why he said what he said next, and he didn't mean it to come out as harsh as it did. Except, well, it was the truth. "If you wouldn't have taken all those damn pictures, the ghosts wouldn't have been there."

She stepped back, a look on her face as if he'd just slapped her. Tears didn't fall--he must have shocked them out of her. Instead her face turned angry and she said, in a calm voice that cracked slightly, "I didn't know any of that would happen." She backed away and started up towards her house.

"Whisper, wait. Come on. I didn't mean it like that."

She didn't turn around. "Goodnight, Josh." Now he heard the tears in her voice.

He debated chasing after her and apologizing profusely, but he didn't. She did, after all, invite the ghosts there. She knew what would happen when the blurs started. If she'd left well enough alone, they wouldn't have come. Or if they did, it wouldn't have been her fault. It would have been the demon.

When her door slammed shut, Josh got in his car and drove away. After a few blocks, he had to pull over, as sobs finally overtook him. He wasn't sure if it was from seeing a man, a father, die on his watch, or from making the girl he loved feel the agony of blame. Or both. At this point it didn't matter. He could only sit there at the curb on this dark residential street and cry his heart out.
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Josh stomped around his room, getting ready for bed. He chucked his clothes at the hamper, knocking it over, but he didn't care. Screw it. He was glad Mom had the late shift tonight--he didn't need her grilling him about what was wrong. Everything was wrong. He'd watched a man die tonight. He'd been unable to stop it from happening, even though he was entrusted with the powers.

He'd handled everything wrong with Whisper, and that darkened his mood even more. He blamed her for the ghosts. Was that fair? Hell no, but there it was. He should be blaming the demon, Zach and Kendra, and even the ghosts themselves. But Whisper should have known better. She knew the camera drew them out, and she snapped the pictures anyway. It was reckless, and it cost a man his life and a wife her husband. But more importantly, it cost two young boys their father.

Crap. Whisper knew all that. She'd sobbed in his arms, not because the man was dead, but because she blamed herself. The last thing she needed was more heaped on by him. Crap-crap-crap.

He dropped to his knees in front of his bed and smacked his forehead against the mattress multiple times, hoping it would knock some sort of sense into him. Didn't work. He looked over to his dresser and thought about doing the same thing. No, he hurt enough as it was; he didn't need the physical pain on top of it.

His phone caught his eye. Should he call Whisper and beg for forgiveness? His hand twitched towards it, but stopped. No, not yet. He didn't trust himself. He still wanted to be mad, and she was an easy target.

His heart hurt. He loved her, he really did. He'd do everything in his power to make things right between them, but not yet. He sighed, turned off the light, and climbed into bed.

As more self-pity and misdirected anger overwhelmed him, a presence filled his room. He sat up and looked around. With his eyes not yet adjusted to the dark, he couldn't see anything. At least this ghost wasn't malevolent. He felt that right away. It was here for a reason, but violence, evil, and wrongdoing weren't part of its plan. He grunted and pulled the covers over him. If it wanted anything, it'd let him know. He wasn't in any damn mood to cater to ghosts at the moment.

Sleep overtook him faster than he expected.

*****

Josh ran towards the ghost, determined to stop it before it got to the man, the father. He wouldn't let those kids grow up without a dad. He couldn't let them.

As he continued forward, everything jumbled. He no longer ran through a miniature golf course, but a hyper-colorful fantasy forest. The family and eighteenth hole somehow remained. He looked down and saw a green tunic and brown leather pants, an outfit he associated with Robin Hood. He glanced behind and saw Whisper, who hadn't been there seconds before, keeping pace with him. She wore a long pink princess dress, and she wore it well. He almost forgot for a second that he was mad at her, or rather mad at himself for being mad at her.

They neared the ghost and the family when dozens upon dozens of tiny knights in shinning armor leapt out into their path. They were joined by just as many hovering pixies, each a quarter of the size of the two-foot tall knights. There was no verbal threat, but it was clear that neither the knights nor the pixies would let them pass. The man, the father, belonged to the ghost.

Josh would not let this stand. He grabbed Whisper's hand and built up their power, ready to throw whatever it took to burst through these evil protectors. Before they had the chance, each and every one of the fantasy characters disappeared. In their place stood Zach and Kendra, both wearing long-hooded black robes. He wasn't glad to see them, but this was better. He and Whisper could run around them.

Zach and Kendra pushed out their hands, and Josh found himself further back. The eighteenth hole now lay far in the distance, but the ghost was closer than ever to the man. Whisper stood still by his side, tears streaming down her cheeks. No, he wouldn't let this end. A bow appeared in his hand, and an arrow lay in a quiver on his back. His only experience with a bow and arrow happened a few years back in PE at Groves Jr. High, and that had only been for a week. Nowhere near long enough to hope to be competent with the weapon.

It didn't matter. He knew he could make the shot. What's more, he knew the arrow would pierce the ghost and stop it from killing the man.

As he moved to nock an arrow into position, Whisper held up a long wooden staff. The bright green glow of magic coursed through it. Good. If he missed, she wouldn't. He smiled at her, but was met with a frown. An intense look of hate filled her eyes, and he gasped, afraid for a second that whatever magic she wielded was meant to end him. No, that wasn't right. They were together in this, even if she didn't like him anymore. That thought, her not wanting anything to do with him, hit almost as hard as the thought of the man dying. He couldn't allow either to pass.

He pulled back on the bowstring, lined up his shot, and let go. He expected Zach or Kendra to impede his shot, but they didn't. The arrow flew true. It was only halfway to the target, but no doubt it was a bulls-eye. Everything stopped and went dark. He blinked hard and found himself at the farm. Whisper stood beside him. Hundreds of ghosts surrounded them, and though they weren't invisible, the spirits paid no attention.

Josh wanted to move, see what was going on, but there were too many ghosts around. Something was happening. Something big.

As if on cue, the ghosts in front of them parted, opening up a viewing lane to the main event. Up on a rickety wooden stage in front of the farmhouse stood Zach and Kendra. The demon loomed behind them. Everything about her looked too big, but together it all fit. She'd grown to over eight feet tall, and her beauty magnified, as did her evil. Josh could feel it from where he stood. It overpowered any feelings he had amongst the ghosts.

Zach and Kendra, so smug, so confident around the demon in the past, now wore looks of horror. Josh wasn't sure yet what was happening. He glanced at Whisper, wondering if she'd even look at him. She did, and he read the same confusion on her face. At least she didn't glare back at him with hate.

He wanted to voice his questions. He wanted to scream out at Zach, at Kendra, and, hell, even at the demon. Words wouldn't, couldn't, come. He tried, but nothing. Whatever was going on, he and Whisper were mere observers.

The demon raised her hand, and the ghosts cheered as if this were some sort of rally. Her fingers grew into sharp talons, shedding all form of humanity. She ran a claw across Zach's cheek. He didn't cry out, but a trail of blood traced after her nail. Kendra's eyes went wide with terror, but she didn't try to escape. Maybe if she did, it would shock Josh out of his trance. He'd be able to jump up there and save them. Save them like he hadn't saved the father at the miniature golf course.

The demon moved away from Zach, who now wore a serene smile, and stood behind Kendra. She didn't squirm out of the way, but stood there, looking like she might pass out from fright. The demon moved the same claw across her face, drawing a ribbon of blood like it'd done to Zach. Kendra's mood turned to acceptance, and her face morphed into a smile.

The demon went into some sort of trance and spoke in tongues. Zach and Kendra stood motionless, the smiles still etched on their faces. The ghosts surrounding the stage also didn't move, and though Josh tried to stop things, he might as well have been watching a movie.

After a few moments of the chant, the demon put her hands behind both Zach and Kendra, though from Josh's angle, it didn't look like she touched them. She yanked up, and their shimmering souls floated above their heads. Though their physical bodies never changed, and the goofy smiles remained plastered on their faces, Josh knew the souls floating above were really them.

The demon again fell into a trance. Josh focused all his energy into rushing up onto the makeshift stage to save the day, but he still couldn't move an inch. Neither could he turn to Whisper so they could touch to ignite their powers. Worst of all, when he failed at all of that, he couldn't even muster a yell to bleed out some of his frustration.

To the delight of the spirits around the stage, the demon snapped to. She reached up, grabbed Zach's soul, tore it to pieces, and tossed the small chunks out to the ghosts. It rained down like confetti, and the spirits devoured them. The same thing happened with Kendra's soul. Josh could do nothing but watch.

Once all traces of their souls were consumed, the demon coughed, spit, and choked. Was this some sort of karma? Would she drop dead so soon after killing his friends? While it would solve that problem, it wouldn't bring back Zach or Kendra.

Instead, the demon spit up a dark, translucent mass. Her soul? She gripped both sides and ripped it in two. She lobbed the halves above Zach and Kendra's husks, and plopped lifeless to the ground. The black souls swirled as if they were being sucked down a drain, and then disappeared into the bodies.

Zach and Kendra stared out at the cheering crowd, their eyes pure evil. She was now them. His two best friends were dead and gone. The ghosts rushed the stage and fed on the flesh of the oversized demon, who shrunk as they vacuumed out her remaining power.

Josh's eyes popped open, and he screamed. He struggled out of his sheets and blankets, which had tangled up on him, and sat up in bed. He let out another screech as a figure sat with him in bed. It was the glowing ghost he'd sensed earlier.

"Don't be frightened. I mean you no harm." Its voice, silky smooth, filled his mind, not his ears. He couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman, which was strange since every ghost he'd seen prior looked like they did in life.

"I apologize for invading your dreams and forcing you to endure those horrors, but it was necessary. That is what is in store for your two friends if you cannot stop the demon. I do not need to show you the future of your world if you fail to stop this evil, do I?"

He shook his head and glanced towards his door. Surely his mom would burst in any second to check on his screams.

"She slept through it," the ghost said. "I made sure of that. No need to upset her."

Josh nodded. Good. But the ghost hadn't answered the most important part of this. "How do we stop it?"

It gave him a knowing smile but didn't answer. Instead it faded away, with a parting, "Good luck. We're counting on you."

He slumped onto his back, his breathing heavy. He almost reached for the phone to call Whisper, but didn't. It could wait until morning. He glanced at the clock and saw it was just after two. Though he guessed she was up now, too, no need to chance it in case she hadn't had the dream. Or maybe the ghost was off to give it to her now, and he didn't want to wake her during it. He'd email Mr. Baxter first, anyway, in case she wouldn't talk to him. At least Mr. Baxter could get through to her with facts.

Josh closed his eyes, figuring sleep wouldn't visit him again that night, but he was out almost immediately. Thankfully no more dreams came.
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Josh finished his email to Mr. Baxter. He'd waited until early afternoon to write it because he wanted to see if Whisper would call. She didn't, so he sent it off.

He informed Mr. Baxter about the debacle at the miniature golf course, the man dying, both sets of dreams, how he couldn't move or speak, and about the ghost that caused them. Being a Sunday afternoon, he wasn't sure how soon he'd get a reply, so he opened his history book to get a jump on reading for the week. Less than ten minutes later, Mr. Baxter's reply came.

"I'm sorry you two had to see the man die last night. I've seen it myself, and it isn't fun to witness. It'll look like a heart attack to everyone who studies it--no one will learn about the ghosts from this. Don't blame yourself. There was nothing more you could have done. I've already told Ms. Douglas this. When you talk to her next, make sure you both realize that. It's true.

"As for the dream, I believe the first part, the miniature golf course that transformed into a forest, was an actual dream. That was your subconscious working through your experience. Don't read anything into it. The next part, the bit at the farm, was the ghost-created vision. Or dream, if you're more comfortable calling it that. You're not the only one who had it, though I'm sure that doesn't surprise you. Ms. Douglas also emailed me with her description, and it matches yours exactly. And mine. Yes, I had the same dream, though I was quite a ways behind you. They brought me along to watch, though I wasn't graced with the presence. Or, if I was, I slept through it.

"I found it strange at first that neither of you could decide if the ghost was a man or a woman, either in voice or appearance. Then it came to me. I thought it inexplicable, but it makes sense. I believe it wasn't a ghost at all, but an angel. I don't know what religious views you hold, Mr. Hart, but it doesn't really matter. You seem to have little trouble understanding we're facing a demon, so I'm guessing this revelation won't come as a shock, either.

"You two are important individuals, an important team. This is true not only for humanity, but with the celestial beings, as well. Maybe more so. They need to care where souls go after they die in this realm. As Ghost Betweens, you and Ms. Douglas hold not just a key, but an entire doorway. From what I understand, they can't get involved directly, which is why it wouldn't give you the solution. But just showing what will happen is help enough. I'll find the answer, or one of you two will come up with it. Have no fear. We'll talk about it tomorrow after school.

"As I said earlier, the man's death was neither of your faults. Talk to Ms. Douglas. Make sure she understands that. Make sure you understand it yourself. And thank you for the detailed accounts of everything that went on yesterday. It helps in my research greatly. I'll see you tomorrow."

That was it. Though Mr. Baxter still didn't have the solution for ridding the world of the demon, he at least put on a show of saying he would soon. At this point, that was good enough for Josh.

He sighed. No use putting this off any longer. He needed to call Whisper. He wanted to go over to her house, gather her up in his arms, and apologize, but he was afraid she wouldn't see him, let alone let him hug her. He hoped she'd even talk to him on the phone.

The phone rang three times, and he contemplated leaving a message. He guessed she saw it was him calling and was letting it go through to voice mail. Maybe he'd not leave a message and call back later to see if she'd pick up then.

Before he had to make the choice, though, she answered. "Hello, Joshua. How are you today?"

So that was how she was going to play this--formal and polite.

"Hi, Whisper. I was just calling because of the dream. I emailed Mr. Baxter, and he said you had it, too. The one where the demon sacrifices Zach and Kendra."

"Yes, I had the dream. I'm sure we'll be able to stop it from happening, though. Mr. Baxter seems to have a lot of confidence in his books and our abilities."

"Did he tell you he thought that ghost from last night was an angel?"

"Yes. It felt like a ghost to me, but it makes sense since I couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman. I've had no problem telling them apart in the past."

"Yeah, I know. It's weird. It makes sense, though. I mean, we're facing a demon, so why not have angels helping us, right?"

"Yes, I suppose."

He waited a second to see if she'd expand on her thoughts, but she didn't. The dead air made him want to apologize now, if just to fill the silence.

"Hey, Whisper, about last night. I just wanted to . . ."

She cut him off. "Goodbye, Joshua. I'll see you tomorrow."

"No, wait."

"Goodbye, Joshua." This time she hung up.

He set his phone on his dresser, and then sat on his bed and cried. Boy, if the guys at school could see him now, he'd be the laughing stock. Last night was allowed. But today? He couldn't help it, and he couldn't stop. It was a mixture of everything, from Zach and Kendra taken from him, possibly forever, to that guy dying last night, to not knowing how this would all end. But most of all it was the hurt he caused Whisper, his one true love. They were Ghost Betweens. Mr. Baxter had said that meant a special bond, and he ruined it. For that he couldn't forgive himself. He lost track of how long he sat there and sobbed.

*****

Although their in-house suspension was over, neither Zach nor Kendra showed up for school. Josh had a pretty good idea that they were at the farm with the demon. After last week he'd grown accustomed to not having Zach with him most of the day, and he only usually saw Kendra at lunch anyway, so he wasn't missing them that much. Not that he wanted to see either of them in their current state anyway. No, today he missed Whisper.

Teachers noticed him not paying attention, but since he normally did a good job in the classroom, he had a feeling they let it slide. It probably wouldn't last tomorrow, but he was glad for the break today. He'd see Whisper after school, and they'd get things figured out one way or the other. He knew which way he wanted it to go, but he didn't know about her.

He spotted her once during the day between classes, but she ducked into the restroom as soon as she caught sight of him. He stayed strong and tried to focus on other things to control his pain. Luckily at that moment he ran into Gerald Simms, a football teammate, and they exchanged hellos and fist bumps. It helped him get through that moment. At lunch, of course, she was nowhere to be found.

After the longest school day he could remember, sixth period finally ended, and he zipped out of the locker room towards Mr. Baxter's class. Halfway there, he saw Whisper ahead of him. Usually he'd speed up to get to her, but today he hung back. He couldn't believe the feelings that poured out of him as he watched her walk. He'd only known her just over two weeks, but he was so comfortable around her that it felt like they'd been together for their entire lives. This past week, when he had no qualms about calling her his girlfriend, had been the happiest time of his life. It didn't really make sense to him, but he felt whole, complete with her. And she certainly was a pleasure to look at. He chuckled.

She must've heard his laugh because she turned around and frowned before continuing towards the classroom. He almost yelled something about enjoying watching her walk, but he figured that'd get him into more trouble. Better to stay on his best behavior and wait for her acceptance. Hopefully it wouldn't be long. He couldn't take many more days like this.

Josh had almost caught up to her by the time they made it to Mr. Baxter's room, but he timed it so she'd get inside first. He wanted to zip past her into the room, just to see if that earned him a smile, but he thought it might just piss her off more, so he kept himself in check. When he walked in seconds after her, he found Mr. Baxter writing some calculations on the whiteboard. He looked up at them and smiled, though it didn't reach his eyes.

"Ah, good, you're here. I think I have the timeline down on when the nasty dream will become a reality. Unfortunately it doesn't give us much time to save Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps."

"When?" Josh asked.

"Tomorrow night. At least I'm assuming night since it was night in the dream." He checked whatever calculations they were and looked back at them. "It was night in your dreams, right? I'm assuming because it was in mine."

"I didn't really think about it, but yes, it was," Whisper said.

"Same here," Josh said. He glanced over at her, but she didn't look at him.

"Good, good. I'm still stuck on what to do about the demon, but not to worry. I have plenty of leads in my books at home, so I'll have something for you before tomorrow night, even if I have to take another sick day."

"What about the film cameras?" Josh asked. "It seemed to work on banishing the ghosts when I destroyed the film. Could that maybe work on the demon?"

Mr. Baxter stared at him, and he thought for a second he'd said something really dumb. But then Mr. Baxter broke out in a smile, a real one. "Mr. Hart, you may be a genius. I'm sorry to say I forgot all about that this weekend, thanks to the vision. But just to make sure it wasn't some sort of fluke brought on by Mr. Riley, let's get some cameras and you two can run a quick test at the farm. I know where I can get a couple right now. Hold tight."

He rushed from the room and jogged across campus towards the office. Josh looked over at Whisper. She was doing her best to look anywhere but at him.

"Whisper, I'm really sorry I upset you. I didn't mean to. Honest."

Now she looked him square in the eyes. "I don't want to discuss this with you. You'll just say something stupid again."

"Stupid? So now I'm stupid?"

She sighed. "Yes, Josh, that's exactly what I said. You're stupid. Not you said something stupid. God! Try listening and comprehending. Maybe if you did that Saturday night we wouldn't be in this predicament."

He bit back a retort he knew he'd regret, let out a breath, and walked over to examine what Mr. Baxter had written on the board. She let him go and didn't press anything any further. He hoped Mr. Baxter would be back soon as he wasn't sure he could take this tension in the room much longer.

Before they said anything else to each other, Mr. Baxter came back with two camera cases in hand. "Okay, here we go. These aren't the best quality cameras out there, but they should do the trick. They both have fresh rolls of 24 shots loaded in them now, and two new rolls of film in each case." He handed them both one. "Get out there today and take pictures of ghosts until you use up the loaded roll. Then destroy it, see if it works, and get out of there. Stay as far away from that farmhouse as you can, and hopefully the demon won't bother you. Remember, she thinks she's invincible, and that her inevitable escape is upon her. I don't think she'll care one bit about a handful of banished spirits."

They both nodded and turned to leave.

"Mr. Hart? Ms. Douglas?"

They looked at him. He seemed about to say something, but then just shook his head. "Nothing. Good luck. Email me when you know the answer. I probably won't be here tomorrow, so check for a text after school. Okay?"

"Yeah," Josh said, and Whisper nodded. They turned and left, saying nothing to each other as they did.
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Neither said anything on the drive to the farm. Whisper inspected the cameras and seemed happy with both, giving as much attention to Josh's as her own. He wasn't sure if that was a sign of her starting to forgive him, or simply her love of photography shining through. He didn't ask. Let her break the silence if she wanted to.

As they pulled into the farm driveway, the sign out front held an ominous message. "Can't wait for tomorrow night." Not good. Whisper shuddered next to him. He took a deep breath. Mr. Baxter would come up with something. They wouldn't, couldn't, let the demon and her supernatural minions out into the world at large. Not after seeing what a ghost could do. He wished they'd stayed around to get any information on the family, though that would have been suspicious. He couldn't get over the fact that that happy-looking family wouldn't have a father anymore. Whisper glanced over at him, and he saw concern on her face rather than the hate she'd been throwing at him all day. He wanted to expand upon it, but before he could, they saw Zach's car in the driveway.

"I figured this is where they were today," Whisper said.

"Yeah, me too. I was hoping they'd be gone by now."

As they got out of the car, Josh looked for footprints in the dirt or any other telltale signs of where Zach and Kendra might be. He didn't want to be in the middle of the experiment and have them interrupt. It could get deadly.

"Shall we get to it?" Whisper asked. She handed him his camera.

"I think we should find out where they are."

She shook her head. "You know they're in the farmhouse, and Mr. Baxter said to stay away from it today."

"But if they're laying in wait, they could make trouble for us. I don't want to see you get hurt."

"So now you care if I'm hurt or not."

His jaw dropped open. "What? I never wanted to see you hurt. I didn't mean to blame you for anything. That's not what I meant at all."

"Could've fooled me. Whatever. Let's just go see where they are."

Josh again kept himself from lashing out at her comment, but his patience was wearing thin. Yes, he'd said the wrong thing on Saturday night, but he didn't find it fair that she wouldn't let him explain. Or even apologize. He took a deep breath and tried to be happy that she took his advice to find their friends.

They turned invisible and rounded the corner onto the farm. "Jeez, look at them all," Josh said. There were more ghosts than he'd ever seen. If they'd been visible, the ghosts would have overwhelmed them before they'd even be able to get off a burst to chase them away, let alone a banishing. Even if this experiment worked, the ghosts wouldn't automatically leave until they managed to pull the film out and render it useless. But maybe they wouldn't have to wait until the entire film roll used.

"Hey, Whisper. When we start taking pictures, we might want to only take a few with one camera to see if this works without using the whole roll. We can still snap every picture in the other camera."

She frowned and looked like she wanted to argue, but instead her face softened, and she nodded. "That actually sounds like a good idea."

He almost quipped back that he got them occasionally, but she wasn't in the mood for him to try to lighten things up. Instead he just kept pace with her to the farmhouse. The ghosts, though still numerous, thinned out a bit as they approached the gate.

"Do you think she knows we're here?" he asked.

"I don't know. I guess the best we can do is hope she doesn't care."

He nodded and they walked into the house. Cold enveloped them as they entered. The first view in was the dilapidate state of a neglected home. There was no furniture that hadn't been smashed or deteriorated by age. The walls had the tattered remains of drab, dreary wallpaper in spots, and gritty, pealing paint in others. The floor might at one time have been hard wood or even carpeting, but now it was all dirt. And a lingering smell of perfume and spoiled meat assaulted their noses.

They found the stairs, and though the wood looked rotted and unstable, Josh somehow knew it would hold, just as he knew Zach and Kendra were up there with the demon. They both hesitated, but started up. About halfway, a slight tingling hit Josh on the back of his skull. He reached up to scratch, but it was on the inside. It soon grew to encompass his whole head.

"Are you feeling this?" he asked.

She shook her head, not to say no, but like she was trying to get something out of her ears. As he focused back up the stairs, the buzzing grew and hit him with intense pain. He almost fell to his knees. Whisper grunted something from the back of her throat and grabbed his upper arm. He teetered but didn't fall.

"We're stronger together than apart," she said through gritted teeth. "Concentrate on being invisible."

"I already am." His head was close to bursting.

"Trust me. Think about being invisible." Her entire body shook, and he saw she was in as much agony as him.

"I trust you." He grabbed both her hands and thought about being more invisible than he was. It took a few seconds, but the pain drained away, and the buzzing shrunk until it was gone.

Whisper sighed and slumped against him. He moved his arms to hug her, but before he could, she shimmied away from him. The look in her eyes proved that she was now just doing it out of principle.

"How did you know that would work?" he asked.

"I don't know. I just did." She paused and gave him a half-smile. "You trusted me."

He smiled back. "I did. I do."

She gave him a real smile, but then turned away. "It's a start. Let's go see what's going on."

They climbed the stairs, still clutching hands. Being invisible had become second nature, so much more so that he didn't even have to think about it anymore. How often did he turn invisible even when he didn't need to be? With no ghosts around, who would know? With whatever this was, though, they needed the extra concentration.

The demon dwelled somewhere up on the second floor. Not right at the top of the stairs, but in one of the rooms. Josh could feel it clear as day. They snuck up, tense but ready.

Nothing met them at the top. A long hallway with doorways lining both sides greeted them. Most doors were shut, but there were a few with cracked and broken ones hanging on their hinges or lying on the floor. The first one on the left looked intact, but was half-open. Whisper pointed at it, and Josh knew that not only the demon sat in there, but Zach and Kendra, as well.

They made eye-contact, neither wanting to chance giving away their position with talk, and advanced to the door. No one popped out at them, so they peeked in. It took him a second to realize what he was seeing, and when he did, he couldn't breathe. Whisper gasped next to him.

On top of a tattered and stained mattress, Kendra lay naked, a sheen of sweat covering her body. She looked as if she were in a trance. Josh had seen pictures of naked ladies before, both on the Internet and one time when he and Zach had found a dirty magazine under the high school bleachers. But he'd never seen a nude girl in person. If it wasn't Kendra, he might have stared longer, but he couldn't look at her. She wasn't just his friend, she was like a sister.

He scanned the room, doing his best to focus on anything else besides Kendra. On the other side of the bed, on an armchair that might collapse at any moment, the demon, as naked as Kendra, though her back was to the door, sat on Zach's lap. Were they having sex? He couldn't quite tell at first, but when the demon started bouncing a bit, he had no doubt.

Whisper stared in, a look of horror on her face. Josh tugged her away from the door, and she moved without protest. They left as quietly as they came, and Josh wasn't sure if he breathed the whole way down. Once they exited the house, they let go of each other's hands, though he was careful to stay invisible to the gaggle of ghosts wandering the farmlands.

"They were . . ." Whisper started.

"Having sex," Josh finished.

"Yeah." She shuddered, and then gave him an apologetic look. "I'm not ready for that."

He bent down and kissed her forehead. "And neither of us is possessed, so you're safe."

She tilted her head up, and he moved his lips into position for a kiss, but before it happened, she gave him a light shove. "I'm still mad at you." At least she smiled when she said it, so his heart didn't plummet into his stomach. Maybe she wasn't going to break up with him after all.

He looked into the fields at the ghosts and held up his camera. "Shall we get started?"

"Yeah. Let's get our minds off of that."

"Deal," he said. "I'll take four or five pictures, and then destroy the film, and we'll see what happens. Either way, you can use up your whole roll. Okay or not?"

"Yeah, that sounds good. Let's move back closer to your car in case we need to make a break for it."

As they walked, she glared up at him.

"What did I do now?"

"If anything happens, I don't want you blaming me for taking pictures this time. Remember, we're supposed to."

"I didn't mean to blame you. Honest, I didn't."

"But you did."

"I know, and I'm sorry. I am. I know how it came out, and I'm sick that it did. You may not believe it, but it's true."

She frowned. "But you didn't let those ghosts into the miniature golf course. I did."

"I should have stopped that last one. I saw what it was doing, and I should have made us get there faster. No matter what. It was a family, and the ghost went right for the dad. You have an awesome dad, so you don't know what it's like to have one die on you, to have to grow up without one. I do, and now those kids do, too."

Her face fell, and tears sprang to her eyes. "Oh, Josh, I'm so sorry. I didn't realize. I mean, I knew, but I didn't put it together with this." She flung herself at him and sobbed. In doing so, she dropped her invisibility, and the ghosts swarmed towards them.

"Whisper, they can see you."

She leapt back and disappeared from them. They stopped coming and went about their business of milling around the fields. "Oops. Maybe we should make up later."

He ran his hand across her cheek, scooping up a few tears. "As soon as we're done here. Deal?"

She grabbed his hand and kissed it. "Deal. So let's hurry."

Josh looked out at the fields and the barn caught his eye. A new plan formed. He wasn't sure he wanted to implement it, but knew they should try.

"Hey, Whisper, we should go out to the barn."

"What? No!"

"Hear me out. I don't want to do it, either, but the farmer has more power than the regular ghosts. We should see if the camera trick will work on him."

She hesitated and bit her bottom lip. After looking out at the barn, she turned back to him and nodded. "I don't like it, but you're right. We should stick to the same plan, though, and have you destroy your film after a few pictures, and I'll take the entire roll."

"Yeah, good. If it works on him, it might work on the demon, right?"

"Worth a shot. And a direction Mr. Baxter can go in his research."

They walked over to the barn, hand in hand. Josh tried to keep his thoughts focused on the task, but being so close to Whisper again almost overloaded him. The way she fidgeted next to him, he guessed she felt the same. Once they approached the barn, both regained their focus and readied the cameras.

"Be prepared to scare the ghosts off," he said.

"But don't banish them."

"Right."

Josh snapped a few pictures, and when the ghosts rushed him, he turned invisible. Whisper grabbed his arm, and they shot off the scare power, sending ghosts fleeing. The barn door creaked open, and the headless ghost wandered out. Josh took a few more photos, making sure to get the farmer's lackey in each shot, and then went invisible again.

"That's enough," Whisper said. "See what happens."

Josh pulled the film out and tossed it to the ground. He brought his foot down and smashed the roll into the dirt. All the nearby ghosts vanished.

"Cool, it works," he said.

"It banished the headless one, too," Whisper said, pointing at the barn. "I watched it go."

Before they could congratulate themselves, the farmer burst out of the barn door. His voice infiltrated their minds. "What have you done? Show yourselves."

Whisper knocked out a few pictures, and then went invisible. The farmer stared at them, evil and rage bleeding off of him. As they walked out of his line of sight, Josh was afraid his eyes would follow, but the invisibility held.

They continued their pattern. Whisper took three or four photos, turned invisible, and then they wandered to a different spot around the barn so the farmer couldn't lock onto their position. He was unable to leave the direct vicinity of the barn, and even seemed a bit weaker now that his minion was gone. He tossed curses and threats into their minds every time Whisper appeared.

With their task going so well, they grew a bit complacent. They moved to an area in front of the barn that had too many ghosts, but instead of scaring them away, Whisper snapped her pictures. Before she could turn invisible, ghosts overwhelmed her. She screamed and panicked before Josh could dive down and grab her leg. As soon as he did, he shot off a stun. Whisper turned invisible, and he helped her up.

With tears in her eyes, she said, "Sorry. I thought I could get those last few off without any problems."

He hugged her. "Don't worry. It's a good reminder to us both to stay vigilant."

She nodded and pulled the film out of the camera. As she tossed it to the ground, the farmer stepped forward, though he went no further than a few steps. "Whatever you're doing, stop. She'll know and destroy you for it. Walk away and don't come back. You'll both live longer lives."

Whisper let out a sound of disgust and stomped on the film. Most of the ghosts in their vicinity, including the farmer, vanished. Josh felt a wave of negative energy fly out from the farmhouse. The demon must've known what they'd done. Before she could launch any sort of attack, they hightailed it back to the safety of the driveway.

As they reached his car, Zach's was still there. He took a deep breath and told himself that wasn't really Zach and Kendra doing those things up there. He hoped the real them were able to block it all out.

He opened the passenger side door for her, and as she pulled away to get in, she sniffled. He stroked her cheek, smiled, and said, "Been an emotional afternoon, huh?"

She launched herself at him, attacking his mouth with hers. He spun her around and pinned her to the side of the car, steadying them both, and kissed back with gusto.
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They lay on Whisper's bed, her head on Josh's shoulder and hand under his shirt, tracing patterns on his chest with her fingernails. He suppressed an almost constant moan, her touch the burn of lava and the tickle of a feather all at once. He hoped it never ended. But he still couldn't help glancing over at her closed bedroom door.

"I can't believe they didn't make us keep it open."

She leaned up and gave him a gentle, lingering kiss. When she finished, she put her head back on his shoulder. "They knew we needed to talk. I promised nothing would happen, but we needed privacy." She smiled up at him. "Lucky they like you."

He smiled down at her, ran his fingers through her hair, and then moved them down to her back. He contemplated putting his hand under her shirt to feel the skin of her back, but decided maybe he should save that for sometime when her parents might not open the door. "So, do we need to talk?" he asked.

She shrugged. "No, but I kind of want to. But not about what happened. It was a misunderstanding fueled by a nasty scene. Let's leave it at that."

He kissed the top of her head. "Okay. So what do you want to talk about?"

She moved her mouth to his neck. "Us. Our future." As she said it, her lips brushed his skin, eliciting a groan out of him. She giggled.

"What do you mean?" he asked when he had his breathing under control.

She sat up and looked him in the eyes, all playfulness gone from her face. "How did you feel yesterday and today? When we weren't talking, I mean."

"Bad. Like the worst I've ever felt. It was like a part of me was gone, and I wanted nothing more than to get that back." He kissed her. "Get you back."

She nodded and ran her hand through the hair above his left ear. "Yeah, me, too. Exactly. I wanted to hate you so much, wanted nothing to do with you ever again. You blamed me for the death."

"But I didn't. That's not what I meant."

She put a finger to his lips to quiet him. "Yeah, I know now, but I didn't then. I wanted to hate you, but instead more pain came from the fact that I wasn't with you. And that made me more angry." She chuckled. "It was an unhealthy cycle."

"Yeah, sounds like it. So what about the future?"

"Well? What do you see of it?"

He shrugged. "College, I guess. Then who knows." He grinned at her. "I still don't know what I want to be when I grow up. Other than be with you for eternity."

She leaned forward and they kissed, their tongues darting together in a gentle wrestling match. Josh never wanted the moment to end, but he was hyper-aware that her parents weren't that far away and could open her bedroom door at anytime. Whisper must've been, too, because when they broke apart, she gave a quick glance towards the door.

She leaned her head back onto his shoulder and put her hand back under his shirt, bringing out another gasp. She giggled and said, "I like your vision of the future."

In a breathless voice, he asked, "How about your future?"

She shot him a mischievous grin. "You mean other than Mrs. Joshua Hart?" His eyes went wide, and she laughed. "After high school, of course."

He wondered if she could hear his heart beating. Heck, he wondered if people across town could hear his heart beating. "I like the sound of Whisper Hart," he said, glancing down to gauge her reaction. It didn't disappoint. She leapt up, pinned him to the bed, and attacked him with a deep kiss. This time he gave no thought to the closed bedroom door that could open at any time. He focused everything in him on her body pressing into him, her lips on his, her sweet breath overtaking him. This was what heaven had to be like.

Her computer dinged, signaling an incoming email. Mr. Baxter's reply. They'd received a quick note after they sent their initial email saying that he was in the middle of research, but would get back to them in an hour or so. That hour was now obviously up. Whisper grudgingly ended her assault on Josh, and he grudgingly let her.

They stood up, and she frowned as she looked at the computer. "What is it?" he asked.

She shook her head. "I don't know. It's just, these feelings we have for each other, they're not natural. It's because we're Ghost Betweens."

He cupped his hand under her chin and brought her attention directly onto him. "Does it mean it's not real?"

She smiled her sexy, lip-biting smile and shook her head again. "No, not at all. It's as real as anything, everything."

"Our love isn't natural; it's supernatural."

She threw her arms around him and laughed. "How corny are you?"

They disengaged and headed for the computer. She clicked on Mr. Baxter's reply and they found a long note, nothing less than expected. "Success! I'm thrilled. I have more good news. I believe it is possible to use those cameras against the demon. If you get her in every single shot of film, and then destroy it like you did today, it should banish her. If she's missing from just one, though, it won't affect her. I'd suggest both of you taking pictures and doing your best to get her in every frame. That way if something happens to one camera, you'll have the other as backup. I'll be using a sick day at school tomorrow to hit the books even harder. If I discover anything else, I'll send you both an email. I'm confident this plan's a winner, though.

"As for the struggle you had with the ghosts, Ms. Douglas, I'm glad you're fine. The ghosts can't simply reach in and stop your heart like they did to the poor man this weekend. Your powers see to that." Josh had wondered about this and had Whisper ask him why the ghosts didn't kill them in those pile-ups. "It means you have physical protections against them. Think of it as another perk. I believe that's why she let you two go on Friday. Neither she nor her ghosts yet have the power to do much more than superficial harm to you at this point. It might have been a desperate plea on her part to keep you from coming back. Don't get cocky, though; tomorrow night during the ceremony, that might change. And, or course, if she succeeds, she'll go after you two with a vengeance. Especially since you banished her second in command.

"As for what you saw in the farmhouse, know it was not your two friends participating in that, but the demon's possessed minions. Except in rare and extreme cases, when demons are in human form on our realm, they are hedonistic beings. They crave pleasurable activities such as sex. But there's more to this, I believe. The demon wanted to make sure they were no longer pure of body. A pure body wouldn't hold the evil life essence. It would end the demon's plan quicker than if you two banished everything on the farm in one fell swoop--which, of course, is what we're hoping you'll do.

"Other than good luck, there's not much more for me to say. I would suggest getting there at or before dusk tomorrow. We all saw that it was dark in the dream, so if you're there before night falls fully, you should have plenty of time to get the demon on all 24 shots of film. Just make sure to destroy that film before she murders Mr. Riley and Ms. Phelps. Even if you manage to banish the demon, they won't come back if their bodies have been killed. Good luck. Text me the moment you know you've succeeded or failed."

They read it through twice. "Okay," Josh said. "We just have to take that bitch's picture 24 times. Let's hope she doesn't break the lens."

"I think we're safe there. This should work." She looked over at Josh and ran her fingers across his cheek. He had no idea what it was about, but happy anytime she chose to touch him. When she put her hand down, she pulled out the keyboard and composed an email.

"What now? Did we forget to ask him something?"

"Just curious."

He didn't say anything more, just watched what she wrote.

"Hi Mr. Baxter. Sorry to bother you again, but I have another question. It's about Josh and me. I know you figured out there was something wrong between us this weekend, but we've made up. Even though we've only known each other a short time, we were both sick that we were fighting and not together. Here's my question: is the bond between Ghost Betweens always so strong? And, assuming we succeed tomorrow night, will our feelings always be like this?

"Also, we can sometimes hear each other's thoughts. I don't think we've told you that yet. It's happened a couple times now. One was in the barn talking to the farmer ghost, and then again on Saturday when we set three ghosts free at a park. We could not only talk to the ghosts like this, but to each other. Is this something that's normal? Is there any way we can expand upon this? I'm guessing it'd be helpful against the demon tomorrow night. Anyway, I hope you know the answers to these questions and have time to get back to me. Thanks! Whisper."

"Doubts about me?" He smiled, but was sort of afraid of the answer.

"None at all. I'm just curious. Are our feelings so intense tonight because we just had a fight, or are we always going to feel like this?"

"I felt like this since the moment I first saw you," he said.

She smiled her shy, lip-biting smile that turned him on so much. "Yeah, me, too." She stood up and hugged him, resting her head on his chest. "I just need to know."

As they waited for the reply, she looked up at him.

"What?"

"I just remembered something about earlier today."

"And?"

"Remember when we were walking to Mr. Baxter's room? You were behind me, and you started laughing. What were you laughing at?"

He frowned, not sure what she was talking about. He thought back, and when he remembered, he let out a chuckle. "Oh, that? How did you even hear me? I didn't think I was very loud."

She bit her bottom lip. "I don't know. I think I sensed it more than heard it. Is that even possible?"

He thought back to Sunday. A few times waves of anger or sadness washed over him that felt like Whisper. He chalked it up to being afraid of losing her, but maybe it had been more than that. He relayed these thoughts to her.

"So we can't read each others thoughts all the time, but we can sometimes feel each other's emotions?"

"Seems like it," he said.

She nodded. "I guess we'll have to see how that goes. But anyway, why did you laugh? It made me so mad that you weren't devastated when I didn't acknowledge you."

"I was devastated."

"So why the laugh?"

"I figured when this was over, you'd never want to see me again."

"So you laughed?"

"This is really bugging you, isn't it."

She rolled her eyes. "Yes, now tell me."

"Fine. I was having all these unhappy thoughts, but then I watched you walk, how you wiggled in all the right ways, and I sort of lost my train of thoughts and enjoyed the view."

She blushed but giggled. "You were looking at my butt?"

It was his turn to blush. "Yeah. It's hot. You're hot."

She giggled some more and hugged him, bringing her lips up to his. This time as they kissed, his hands dropped down to her perfect behind and caressed it. He waited for her to pull away and tell him to stop, but instead she pushed harder against him, so he took it as a sign to continue. He listened for the door to open, this time sure it would. It didn't, and after a minute, she dropped her lips and kissed his neck before they reluctantly parted.

Whisper glanced at the door, and then at him. "We probably shouldn't press our luck."

He nodded. "I was sure they were going to open the door that time."

"Me, too. Should we start on some homework while we wait for Mr. Baxter's reply?"

"Yeah, good idea. Hopefully homework will still matter after tomorrow."

She squeezed his hand and smiled, though her nerves shone through. "It will. We have to win, right?"

"I hope so."

They scattered their math homework out over her bed and jumped into the problems. Both made plenty of careless mistakes as they spent more time concentrating on each other rather than the equations. Luckily they were working together so they could catch the errors. They'd almost finished when the email dinged.

Before they read Mr. Baxter's reply, Whisper turned to him and gave him another passionate kiss. When they broke apart, she smiled up at him. "No matter what he says, even if this is all because of us being Ghost Betweens, this is real to us. I love you."

"I love you, too," Josh said. His voice cracked a bit when he said it, and she smiled at that. He bent down and they shared another quick kiss before turning back to the computer.

"Ms. Douglas, I'm glad to hear you and Mr. Hart have made amends. It will make tomorrow night's task that much easier. As for your question, Ghost Betweens are always close. Sometimes this manifests itself as friendship, but more often as romantic love. It seems you two have the latter. Your bond is exceptionally strong, which mirrors your power as Ghost Betweens. If you two were just good friends, or mildly attracted to one another, your training could have taken weeks. Instead, you learned everything almost immediately. Most Ghost Betweens land somewhere in between those extremes. Basically what I'm saying is that the feelings you have for each other are going to do nothing but grow stronger. Learn to enjoy the same things because this is forever.

"As for the mind reading, you will be able to hear each others thoughts when you are talking with ghosts, like you've already discovered. Another thing to get used to. In fact, though I'm hesitant to bring this up, when you two become physically intimate, this telepathy will likely come easier, and you won't need ghosts to do it. Don't rush into anything, though. It will only work if you are both 100 percent emotionally ready."

Whisper blushed and looked back at him after they read that, and he felt his face heat up as well. She bit her bottom lip and looked worried.

"What?" he asked.

"Remember at the farm when we saw Kendra and Zach with the demon?"

"Yeah."

"When I said I wasn't ready for . . . what they were doing, it wasn't because I was mad at you. I'm really not ready for that."

He gave her a hug and kissed the top of her head. "It's okay. I want to, but I'm probably not ready either. We have plenty of time for that, anyway."

She smiled up at him, and they shared a tender kiss before turning back to finish the email.

"I hope this answers your questions, Ms. Douglas. I'm sure it's a bit frightening for both of you to realize you found your perfect match at such a young age, but it's also a wonderful thing. You are both terrific people, so you should be very happy together. Once again, good luck tomorrow, and let me know what happens as soon as you can."

When they finished reading, she looked up at him, a small smile on her lips. Neither said anything, and Josh didn't have to wonder what she was thinking because he was thinking the exact same thing. Neither felt the fear Mr. Baxter thought they might, just joy that they had their entire lives to devote to each other. And that was the best thing in the world. He could read it in her mind, and he was sure she could do the same.

Before anything else could happen, a knock came to her door. Her dad's voice called through. "Dinner's about ready."

"You can open the door, Daddy. We're on the computer."

"It's okay. I trust you guys. Go wash up."

They laughed as she shut her computer down into sleep mode. They walked as close as they could get to each other without tripping to her door. One last kiss, the most tender yet, and then they parted and headed for the bathroom to wash their hands.
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With his turtleneck gone, Josh moved them back to the normal lunch spot on the planter. Whisper sat so close she was almost on his lap, and he certainly wasn't complaining about that. He ate the sandwich she brought him--chunky peanut butter with smooth apple butter. Her favorite, and he could honestly say he could see this in his top five sandwiches in short order. And not just because she made it for him. It was good.

She smiled up at him with every grunt of pleasure he made. "Am I good cook or what?" she said.

"If you consider this cooking, I see we're in the same culinary boat. But, yeah, this is way tasty. I've never had apple butter."

She giggled. "Way tasty. I like that. I could live on those sandwiches." A mischievous glint shone in her eyes. "You have some on your lower lip."

He moved his hand to wipe it away, but before he could, her mouth was on his, nibbling at his lower lip before focusing her energy on a full kiss.

"Jeez, get a room."

They jumped, untangled, and whirled around. Bill Johnson stood in front of them, fighting hard to keep a straight face. 

"Hey, Bill. Didn't see you there."

This time he couldn't hold back a grin. "Gee, I wonder why. You know, it's bad enough you stole the new girl before any of the rest of us had a shot, but now you have to show off?"

"I'm sitting right here, Bill," Whisper said, a look of mock-annoyance on her face.

He laughed. "I'm teasing, I'm teasing. But if you ever get tired of this guy, you know where to find me."

Josh gave him a light punch to the shoulder. "Like you need any help in the ladies department. Why don't you go sit with your cheerleader girlfriends?"

"On my way, Hart, don't worry about me." His face turned serious. "But watch your back."

"What are you talking about?"

Bill looked all around before looking back at them. "I saw Riley sneaking around earlier, and he looks messed up. I mean, in the head. I don't know what he might do. So watch your back. I'm watching mine."

Whisper drew in a deep breath, and Josh nodded and gave Bill a fist bump. "Thanks, man. I don't think he'll go after you, but, yeah, be careful."

Bill nodded. Before he turned to leave, the smile came back to his face. "And quit making out on campus. It's disgusting to watch."

"Yeah, like you and Vanessa Wilkins every day last year."

"That was different," Bill said with a shrug. "It was me, so I couldn't see it."

All three of them laughed, and Bill walked off. As soon as he was gone, they stood up and scanned the area for Zach and Kendra. Everyone else on campus, Bill included, was safe; he and Whisper were the targets.

Zach and Kendra ditched school again today, though it wasn't a surprise. Once this was all over, what would it do to their permanent records? Hopefully they could overcome this, though it wouldn't be easy. How much were they, the real them, aware of what was going on?

Josh was glad he'd finished the sandwich because he wasn't hungry anymore. Whisper looked a bit pale. He put his arm around her shoulder. "Don't worry. I'm not going to let them hurt you." He punctuated it with a kiss to her forehead.

She smiled up at him, but then turned serious. "What if they bring a gun or knife after us? The demon might want us dead and out of the way."

He gave a start. That was something he hadn't thought about. But he shook his head. "No, the demon had her chance to kill us, and she didn't. She let us go. I don't know what that means. Maybe she has plans for us after she escapes tonight, but I think we're safe until then."

As soon as he finished saying it, Zach and Kendra rounded the corner of the math building and headed straight for them. Both wore smiles and waved as they approached. Josh felt Whisper stiffen next to him, and he mumbled to play it cool. Maybe they just had a message.

"Josh and Whisper, the dynamic duo," Zach said, and Kendra let out a barking laugh that sounded nothing like her. Before Josh could say anything in return, Zach punched him in the cheek and kicked him in the ribs as he fell. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kendra grab Whisper by her hair and fling her to the concrete. Zach jumped on top of him and cocked his fist, but Josh bucked him off and went to help Whisper. Kendra reached back to slap Whisper, but he grabbed her wrist before she could. Zach tackled him from behind, and they landed in the planter. Zach hit him with a few punches to his back, stinging him, but before much damage could be inflicted, a shrill whistle sounded, and the pummeling stopped.

He turned around, and Zach and Kendra bolted. Two campus security guards chased after them. Mr. Brisco, head of security for the school, stood over him. He offered Josh his hand and pulled him to his feet. "Are you okay?"

Josh nodded and looked to Whisper. She looked stunned but otherwise okay. She gave him a shrug and her voice entered his head. "I'm fine."

"I saw the whole thing," Mr. Brisco said. "I know you didn't do anything, but you need to go to the office. Okay? Get your stuff."

As they followed Mr. Brisco, Josh kept glancing over at Whisper. She did appear to be fine, but he had to make sure. He'd promised she wouldn't get hurt, and he might have broken it seconds after he'd said it. He asked her, and found their special telepathy still worked. "Seriously, I'm alright. She wasn't strong enough to put anything behind the slaps. I'm more worried about you. He hit you pretty hard. You already have a bruise forming." He could tell she wanted to stop and make sure he felt better, but Mr. Brisco wouldn't let them slow their pace.

Once in the office, a nurse hurried over with an ice pack for his cheek. In his worries about Whisper, he must not have noticed Mr. Brisco calling on his walkie-talkie ordering it up ahead of time. He wondered if it was before or after Whisper mentioned the bruise, which he could feel blooming. He tried asking Whisper if she'd noticed, but their telepathy didn't work anymore.

Once they were seated, Mr. Brisco started in on the questions. "Why'd they come after you two?"

"I don't know," Josh said. "They're my two best friends, but they haven't been themselves lately. I don't know what's going on." It was a lie, but not too much of one. He could live with it.

"Drugs, maybe?"

"Not that I've seen," Josh said. There, that wasn't a lie at all.

"Hopefully my guys will catch them. If not, they'll be back to school sometime, and we'll get them then." He frowned. "Make sure you're both aware of your surroundings at all times, both here and off campus. We'll do our best to keep them from roaming around, but there's not much we can do after school hours. Okay?"

The both nodded.

"Don't worry. They don't look the type to do anything drastic. You'll be fine as long as you're careful."

"Yeah," Josh said. "Thanks, Mr. Brisco."

"Okay. I have to call your parents to let them know what happened. Don't worry. I'll tell them you didn't do anything wrong. Now get out of here. The bell's about to ring."

They nodded and thanked him again before leaving for fifth period.

*****

Josh held Whisper's hand on the drive home. That was a nice part of having an automatic transmission; he had a free hand if he needed it. And this afternoon, he needed it. She did, too.

"Do you want to stay here until we go?" she asked when he parked at the curb in front of her house. "We can check Mr. Baxter's email." He'd texted them to check their computers.

He leaned over and gave her a kiss. "I better not. My mom should be home, and I'm sure she'll want to know all about the fight. Hopefully she won't overreact too much."

"Yeah, my parents, too. But we didn't do anything wrong, so we should be fine."

"Let's hope. Should I pick you up about seven? What are you going to tell your parents?"

"That we need to go to the library. It's open until nine. I made sure to check online last night. They'll be happy to let me go for schoolwork. Is that what you're going to tell your mom?"

"I hadn't really thought about it, but, yeah, that sounds like a good plan." He leaned over to her, and they embraced. His mouth found hers, gently at first, and then with increased ferocity. She moaned into his mouth, and he squeezed her tighter. After a few minutes, they eased up. She gave him one final peck on the lips, said goodbye, and got out of the car. He watched her all the way to her door, and then headed for home.
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As Josh stepped up to his front door, he could sense something off. It was nothing like the day he'd come home to find the ghosts floating all around the living room, but things weren't right. Once he got in the house and shut the door, his mom stormed over to him, rage rippling through her.

"Car keys, now." She held out her hand to take them, and he noticed it shaking.

"What, why?" He kept his voice calm. The demon had something to do with this, so it was best to play it cool.

"Getting into fistfights at school? And you have the audacity to ask why?" Her voice raised a couple of octaves as she said it.

"It wasn't my fault, Mom. Didn't Mr. Brisco tell you? We got jumped, and we didn't do anything back. They fought, not us."

An evil glare pulsed out of her eyes. "I don't care what anyone says. If my son is fighting at school, he loses all of his privileges."

"Are you even listening to yourself? Why should I lose my car if I didn't do anything? Call Mr. Brisco. He'll tell you."

She slapped him across the face. It didn't hurt, but did stun him to silence. She'd never hit him before. But this wasn't her. She was being controlled by something that wanted to stop him from getting to the farm tonight. He gritted his teeth to keep from fanning the flames.

There was no remorse, no sorrow in her eyes, so he took his keys out of his pocket and dropped them into her hand. Without a word, he walked past her to the stairs. As he went, he probed for Zach or a ghost or whatever was doing this, but she broke his concentration.

"Wait right there." Her voice sounded normal. He turned, hoping now that she had the keys, the possession or whatever it was had worn off. Instead he found himself staring into a vindictive smile.

"You will start looking for a job. For real now, not just shining me on. You can have the car while you look, and when you get one, you can drive to it. That's it. Get used to walking to school. And you're grounded until you're 18, longer if you want to keep living here. No more gallivanting around with that little whore you're seeing. You got it? Now get out of my sight." She stormed off into the kitchen.

Josh smiled. The demon was getting desperate. He and Whisper must've had a real shot at beating her tonight. The demon had to know that this wouldn't work for long; they'd be able to figure out a way to rid his mom from the possession, and everything would go back to normal. But if he and Whisper couldn't stop the ceremony, it wouldn't matter if he was grounded later this week. It wouldn't matter if he had a car or not. No, this proved above all else that they needed to succeed tonight, no matter what. He'd figure out a way to get out of the house, one way or another.

*****

Josh paced his room. What was he going to do? He'd looked down the stairs a few times in past hour, and his mom had pulled a chair from the kitchen table to the middle of the living room to watch TV. She never did that, electing to normally sit in the comfortable sofa that had a better view. This way, since she faced away from the steps, she'd be able to hear him come down the stairs with no problem. She was his warden tonight, of that he had no doubt.

Whisper called not long after he'd gotten home. Her parents were acting weird. They were pissed she'd been in a fight, and they forbade her from going out tonight. "They called you some awful names," she said, and he could hear tears in her voice when she said it. "But they like you. They told me so."

"It's not really them," he said. "They're possessed. The demon knows we can win. I'm assuming you saw Mr. Baxter's email."

"Yeah." All he'd said was that the plan was good, and they should stick with it. "It just hurts that they're acting like this."

"I know." He told her what his mom had done.

"But if you don't have your car keys, how are we going to get there?"

"I don't know. I'll figure something out. We'll meet like we planned. I promise. Okay?"

"Alright. I think Kendra did this. To my parents, I mean."

"Why?"

"I sensed her, but I know she wasn't there. I'm guessing she's the one who possessed my mom and dad. Do you think Zach got your mom?"

"Maybe. Probably. I scanned for him, but I was so busy trying to sort it out and searching for ghosts that I didn't pinpoint anything."

 They said they loved each other, promised they'd see each other at seven, and hung up. Since then, Josh had been monitoring his mom, trying to find any breaks in her security system. He thought about going out his window, but that brought two problems, three if you counted he needed to go downstairs for his car keys anyway. First, there was a screen that didn't come off very easily. Even if he did manage to keep it from falling down to the backyard patio below, his mom was sure to hear him scuffling with it. Second, even if she didn't, how was he supposed to get down? He'd always figured in a fire or other emergency, he'd hang from his window and drop, hoping the whole way he landed right and didn't turn or break his ankle in the fall. While he was sure he'd make it down with only minor bumps and bruises if he tried, there was no way she wouldn't hear him. He was better off just trying to bolt past her in the living room.

When the clock showed him it was five to seven and no inspiration struck, he knew he had to wing it. He headed downstairs to see what would happen. Maybe she'd make a mistake, or maybe a brilliant idea would pop into his head. Or, most likely, he'd grab the spare keys in the closet, take off for his car, and hope for the best.

She didn't acknowledge him until he hit the bottom of the stairs. She turned in her seat and screamed, "What are you doing out of your room?" Her eyes bulged, veins stood out, and it had to be his imagination, but her teeth looked sharper.

He held his ground. "I wanted a drink. What, does the grounding include dehydrating me?"

She calmed down and looked more like herself. "Fine. Get your drink." She turned back to the TV, which had on an old sitcom from the 90s. One of Zach's favorites. He also sensed a bit of Zach in her. It must've been what Whisper meant when she knew Kendra had possessed her parents.

Instead of heading to the kitchen, which would put him in full view of her, he headed up the stairs again. He had his idea, but he didn't want to be where she could see. If Zach couldn't see him when he was invisible, would his mom fair much better? He made it back to his room and turned invisible. She'd still be on high alert, and if the closet door opened, she'd know it, so he'd have to be careful.

He grabbed a bag of marbles he used to play with, a small rubber bouncy ball, and a handful of pennies he'd been saving since the fifth grade from their jar. This plan should get him out. Sure, she'd know he was up to something, but as long as he got his car out into the street, he'd be fine.

He shoved the marbles and rubber ball into his pocket, keeping the pennies in hand, and headed down the stairs. When he got to the bottom, she didn't notice him. He walked to the closet and stopped before opening the door. She still didn't acknowledge him. In fact, she sat motionless, only moving to breathe. At least she was doing that.

He grasped the handle of the closet with his left hand and threw the pennies hard at the far wall. As soon as they clattered against it, she jumped up and focused over there. He opened the door, snatched the key off the hook, and shut it as quiet as he could. She turned around and examined the room, but couldn't see through his invisibility. After a quick glance around, she grunted and sat back down.

He let out a breath and headed to the front door. He slipped the key ring around his fingers so it wouldn't get lost, took out the rubber bouncy ball, and focused towards the TV. If his aim was true, it would bounce off the screen, ricochet on the coffee table, and land near the sofa. It'd keep her attention while he slipped out of the house.

He tossed it in an arching rainbow. It smacked against the screen and followed the trajectory he'd anticipated. She didn't make a sound, but watched the ball the entire way. While she did, he opened the front door, dumped the marbles out of the bag in the entry hall, and ran for his car. If she chased him, he hoped she wouldn't hurt herself on the marbles. None of this was her fault, but he needed to get out of here. For some odd reason, he figured that even if she did fall, her possessed form would protect her from any real injury. Was that to ease his conscious, or did he actually know that as a Ghost Between? Either way, he didn't look back as he raced out.

He thrust the key into the ignition and cranked it. The car started up smooth, and he backed out of the driveway, careful to make sure no one was coming. He'd made a clean escape--his mom hadn't come out the front door--so it would be awful if he crashed into someone leaving the driveway. Both ways were clear, though, so he got out with no problem, and accelerated towards Whisper's house.

*****

He pulled up in front of Whisper's house, figuring she'd be waiting for him. It was already ten after seven. Instead, just as he put the car in park, she zipped out of her front door and sprinted to his car. He reached over and pushed the door open so she could jump in faster. She hopped in, and he had them moving before she had her seatbelt on.

"Sorry I'm late," she said. "They were watching me like hawks. I was able to slip out while invisible." She frowned. "I don't know why I didn't think of that sooner."

"I did the same thing." He related his tale of escape, leaving her laughing at the end.

"That was brilliant. Reminds me of a cartoon or kid's movie or something."

"That's where I get all my best ideas."

She laughed again, and gave him a careful hug so she wouldn't interfere with his driving.

As they approached the driveway of the farm, the sign practically sang to them. "The end is here." What would other motorists and neighbors think of that saying? Actually, he wondered if anyone but he and Whisper could see those messages anymore. Would everyone else just see a dilapidated piece of wood that used to be a sign? He didn't know, and didn't bother bringing it up. It sounded right. He pulled into the driveway and hoped they'd be pulling out victorious before the night was over.
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They turned invisible and headed out into the fields. Dusk faded fast into night, so they needed to hurry. The scene looked so much like the dream it was scary. They'd been calling it a dream, but it wasn't, not really. As Mr. Baxter said, it was a vision of the future. Hopefully a future that could be changed.

Zach and Kendra weren't yet on the wooden stage erected just inside the white picket fence. The demon, however, was already in position. Just as the dream showed, she retained her physical form, but was bigger, as if she'd been run through a copy machine that enlarged her image.

"Start shooting," Josh said. He got off three shots before stopping and turning back invisible.

The ghosts had charged when the pictures were snapped, but now turned their attention back to the stage. "Fools!" roared the demon. "They're right there."

Many of the ghosts turned to look but still couldn't see them. Rage bubbled to the surface of the demon, and a strange white light flashed off of her. Josh felt his invisibility drop, and when he tried to concentrate to get it back, it didn't work. The ghosts charged them.

"Invisible together," she said. He grabbed her and concentrated, and this time they disappeared from the ghosts. The demon snarled and looked around. It worked on her, too.

"We can't take pictures like this, but at least we can get to a safe place," Josh said.

"Let's drop it, get some pictures in, and then freeze and banish the nearby ghosts."

Josh nodded. "Yeah, and then before more get us, we can start the whole thing over."

"It's a plan. Ready?"

"Yeah. Go."

They let go of each other and snapped off some pictures. As the spirits advanced, he grabbed her and they stunned the nearby ghosts, and then banished them. The demon snarled as they took more pictures, but she wouldn't leave the stage. Would it disrupt or stop the ceremony if she did? It was something to keep under consideration.

Josh reached for Whisper, intent on becoming invisible again. Right before he grabbed her, something rammed into his back, and the camera dropped from his grip. It flashed off a picture of nothing but dirt. The ghost that rammed him pounced on his back, but Whisper reached down and they stunned that one as well as a new batch. A quick banishing cleared the way for a few more seconds.

"Invisible," he yelled. The ghosts out of their banishment range stopped charging and turned back towards the stage.

"Enough games," the demon yelled. She motioned towards the back of the stage. Zach and Kendra climbed up and stood in front of her. The ghosts crushed closer to the stage, giving Josh and Whisper a good ten feet of clear space around them.

"My camera went off," Josh said. "She wasn't in the picture, so it's worthless now."

"Mine's still good. We'll get her."

He nodded. "How many more pictures?"

"A ton." She checked. "I've only taken seven."

He looked up at the stage and saw the ceremony starting. Even if their plan of freezing and banishing the ghosts continued to work between picture opportunities, the demon would finish the ceremony before Whisper got all the pictures. It called for something drastic.

"Okay, new plan," he said. "I'm going to run up there and see if I can disrupt things. If I can knock her off the stage, maybe the ceremony will fail."

She frantically shook her head. "No. No way. You don't have any powers on your own. We need to stick together."

He gave her a quick kiss. "This isn't just Zach and Kendra if we lose. This is the whole world we're talking about. I need to do this. Okay?"

Tears formed in her eyes, but she nodded.

"And hopefully they'll stay off you while I'm going for her. That should give you plenty of time to snap those pictures. Be ready."

She hesitated before nodding again. "Okay."

He didn't give her any more warning than that. If he'd done a countdown, he might have chickened out. Their invisibility dropped, and he sprinted forward. The demon was in the middle of some sort of trance, and he could see energy flowing around both Zach and Kendra. None of the ghosts turned towards him, so he zipped right through and leaped onto the stage. Even though the demon was much larger than him now, he kept in the back of his mind that Whisper was taking pictures behind him, so he did his best to stay out of her way. A freak perspective from the camera's point of view could block her from a shot, and that would ruin everything.

Before he could do anything helpful, the demon, still in a trance, raised her oversized hand, sending him flying off the stage. Ghosts pounced at him, but he managed to get to his feet and lunge back towards Whisper. They spun him, but he saw she was still clear and taking pictures. As he fought to keep the supernatural beings from overwhelming him, he had a view of the stage.

Both of his friends already had the cut on their cheeks from the claw. Now the demon put her hands behind Zach and Kendra's backs and yanked up. Their souls ripped from their bodies and floated above and around their heads, exactly how it happened in the dream. Time was almost up. His struggles kept him from being pinned by the ghosts, and they were too focused on the ceremony to hurt him, but he wasn't making any progress towards Whisper. He willed himself invisible, and the ghosts stopped. Whatever power the demon shot out earlier had dissipated. Since they couldn't see or sense him, whatever power they used to make themselves solid also disappeared, and he stood up right through the pile as they untangled themselves.

He looked back and saw the ghosts now fighting Whisper. She'd also managed to keep moving, but was still trapped. "Turn invisible, Whisper! It'll work now!"

She either didn't hear him or couldn't concentrate. He leapt at her, and she managed to put her hand out. It also left her vulnerable, and the ghosts pinned her and started pummeling her. She yelled in pain, but then the ghosts jumped up and streamed away from them.

"Invisible. Turn invisible."

She did, and he helped her up. "I'm fine," she said, before he could ask. It came from her mind.

They glanced towards the stage and saw the demon in her final stages of the trance that would have her ripping their friends' souls apart. They had to end this now. He looked down at her camera, but it wasn't in her hands.

"Where is it?"

She looked at him with wide eyes, and then scanned the ground around them. "I don't know. I dropped it."

Josh saw it a few feet behind them. The ghosts were over their temporary freak out. They wouldn't be able to banish the spirits and grab the camera before the ghosts overwhelmed them. He took Whisper's hand and yelled, "Stun 'em!" The ghosts stopped in their tracks, and he leapt for the camera.

He couldn't see the counter to tell how much film was left. "Whisper, did you use up the film?"

"Yes."

"Is she in them all?"

She hesitated, fear in her eyes, then answered, "I think so."

Good enough for him. He ripped the back of camera off and tore out the film. As he threw it to the ground, the demon reached for Zach's disembodied soul. He smashed the roll under his feet. Most of the ghosts in their immediate vicinity vanished. The demon rocked back, screaming in agony.

Josh panicked. Maybe they could rush up there while she was out of commission and stuff Zach and Kendra's souls back into their bodies. Would that work? Before he could start towards the stage, the demon recovered. She snarled at them and reached for Zach's soul again.

He heard Whisper's voice in his head, and when he turned towards her, she enveloped him in a hug. "Concentrate on the film and destroy it."

He turned his attention to the crumbled film, and it fizzed, as if a beaker of acid had been poured on it. After only a few seconds, it disintegrated into dust. The demon let out a shrill shriek, and she shrank back down to human size. Her skin turned transparent, and dark light shone out of her. She folded up in unnatural shapes until she was the size of a standard envelop and joined her ghosts in oblivion.

Zach's and Kendra's souls shot back into their bodies, and they fell hard onto the wooden stage. Whisper rushed over to them, but Josh hung back. He let his powers wash over the farm, and he couldn't sense anything supernatural. Even the ghosts that hadn't been affected by the destruction of the film had been banished.

Josh looked back up to the stage and saw tears all around. Zach and Kendra didn't look any worse for the wear, but how much did they remember? How much would this affect their psyche in the coming days, months, and years? And how much had they ruined their life at school?

He took a deep breath and pulled out his phone. He'd worry about all of that as it came up. For now he needed to text Mr. Baxter to tell him the good news.
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"Order number 51," Josh called out. A guy in his early twenties came up, threw his receipt on the counter, and took the bag without so much as a smile. Ah, customer service. Had to love it.

The door opened, and Whisper and Kendra strolled in. Luckily no one was in line, so he nudged Zach, who was replenishing the chicken strip sauces from the lunch rush.

"Hey, stud," Whisper said. "I already know what I want. What time do you get off?"

Kendra giggled from behind Whisper and flashed Zach a smile. He smiled back and mumbled, "Hi." It was the most attention they'd paid to each other since the possession three months ago. Josh hoped this was a good start. They still had feelings for each other. Zach had told him that plenty of times, and Whisper had confirmed that Kendra said the same. Neither he nor Whisper had yet found out what they'd gone through, or if they even remembered what had happened. They always got the same blank shrug with the plea to drop the subject. So far they'd respected those wishes, though Mr. Baxter had mentioned that sooner or later they'd need to get them talking. That wasn't something one should keep bottled up inside, and a psychiatrist wasn't exactly possible in this situation.

"Hey, baby," he said in a low voice so no other customers or any of his other coworkers besides Zach and Kendra could hear. "I get off in an hour. Why? You wanna party?"

"Does that mean miniature golf or a movie?"

He gave her a look he hoped was suave. "Ladies choice, of course. I'll even throw in dinner."

All four of them laughed, and he looked first at Zach, then at Kendra. "You two want to join us?"

Kendra blushed but looked Zach in the eyes. His cheeks reddened to the same hue as hers, but he kept his eyes locked on hers as well. They both nodded, causing Whisper to squeal in delight. She joined in the blush parade when everyone in the restaurant on both sides of the counter stared at her. Josh just laughed and gave Zach a pat on the back.

Josh ordered up two burger meals for the girls, no pickles for Whisper, and no onions for Kendra, and handed them each a large cup for the soft drink fountain. Both reached into their purses for their wallets, but he waved them off. "It's on me."

"And me," Zach piped in, his eyes still glued to Kendra.

Whisper laughed and Kendra smiled, her eyes still on Zach.

With the lobby still empty, Josh and Whisper stepped aside and let the two enjoy each others company after so long without. Before they could say anything, a ghost walked in through the glass doors and sat at the first available table, weeping into his hands. Josh felt no evil coming from him, just intense sorrow. He and Whisper could help.

"Come on," he said. "A Ghost Between's work is never done."
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