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The Owl is known as a harbinger of death...
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Chapter One

Last Goodbyes
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The pastor’s lilting voice fell silent during the Lord’s Prayer. “Lead us not into tempta…”
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Last Goodbyes
Finn Nesasio stared at the polished black leather toes of his dress shoes, wondering
which drops landing there were his tears and which were from the afternoon rain. He waited for the minister to continue, but then his mother’s fingers dug into Finn’s arm, and her
breath caught in a sharp gasp. Finn glanced aside, seeing first his mom’s black heels sinking
into grassy soil softened by the relentless rain. He looked up at the woman holding his arm,
her hands trembling with grief.
Mascara drew dark tracks down Charlotte Nesasio’s cheeks. Red eyes stared wide in
surprise as her lips parted, seeking words, and closed again, having found none. Though he
was now taller than she was, her stare bypassed Finn, locked on the coffin around which all
the mourners were gathered—the dark oak vessel chosen to bear Finn’s father, John, into
eternity.
Finn’s eyes turned to follow her stare, and he gulped.
A great horned owl perched upon the spread of white roses and greenery that adorned the
casket. It was the size of a large dog, with piercing, black eyes and gray wings that spanned
from one end of the coffin to the other. Its wings flapped, seeking balance, while clawed
feet shredded the bouquet and gouged the wooden lid with a noise like nails on a chalkboard.
Finn was stunned, transfixed by the creature’s darting eyes, which turned left and
right with its swiveling beak as if scanning the crowd for a particular face. The owl’s beak
twitched, and it loosed a cry that trembled in Finn’s bones, something ethereal passing
through his body. It stared directly into Finn’s eyes as if examining his soul, and Finn could
only return its gaze. Frozen in a moment of perpetual sorrow, his senses hijacked, his fears
and insecurities laid bare. Finn’s ears hummed and rang, drowning the sounds of the world
around him, the murmur of voices, and the pelting rain.
Everything went silent and still.
The owl’s weight, or maybe its scrambling about on the coffin lid, triggered the machinery
supporting the casket, and straps underneath it unwound, slowly lowering it into the open
grave. The owl rode atop the box as it sank out of sight into the earth.
At Finn’s left, a woman fell limp and a man caught her just short of the grassy lawn.
From the right came a child’s shriek that pierced the spell.
The owl answered with another trilling call and flexed its massive wings. Gusts knocked
over the last of the flowers as the owl vaulted out of the grave. Finn turned to watch it soar
above the treetops, finally disappearing into the misty sky while his father descended six
feet under, to lie forever in a sea of rotted bones.
Finn stepped toward the gaping hole. There, among the crushed flowers on the
edge of the chasm, the owl had left something behind—a single dark feather like a parting
gift.
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Finn reached down and gingerly picked up the feather with two fingers. Drops of
blood splattered the quill. Strange, he thought, as the rain didn’t wash it away. The blood
was dry, flaking off when he stroked his thumb across the splotches.
“Charlotte?” the minister called, offering his hand and glancing sidelong at the
grave.
Instead, she reached for Finn. She squeezed his free hand, but he felt detached
from the sensation, like he was observing someone else’s life. Her fingers were freezing
cold, her grip weak. As the preacher hovered behind her, she clasped Finn’s hand tighter.
They remained very still in the rain.
Slowly, Finn became aware that his Mother’s grip had loosened, and he looked
again into her face—pale and slack, drained by grief. He recognized in her expression the
same tangled mix of emotions tumbling in his own chest. Terror and wonder, but above
all, the question Finn had been asking since his father’s death just two days ago.
Why?
They found themselves alone as the rest of the mourners retreated from the cemetery into the dry comfort of the nearby church’s reception hall. Those people would continue their lives, Finn thought, as if his father had never existed. They would return to
jobs and schools and unbroken families. And he would be no closer to understanding.
The rain ebbed suddenly with a distant rumble like the door to heaven closing.
Sunlight lanced through the tree limbs, shining a golden, almost angelic light over the scene. It would have been lovely in different circumstances, but Finn’s anger overshadowed
the beauty.
His father had abandoned him—abandoned both of them.

John Nesasio died in a car accident. The police explained that they didn’t know
what caused the wreck, and for a time Finn decided it really didn’t matter. His father was
gone and never coming back. Though he had spent most of his days behind a desk, intent
upon his computer, John had always made time for Finn. He wasn’t a bad father, just a
distracted one. And in his absence, Finn felt torn between grief and anger—and feeling
guilty for feeling that way.
Now back inside the church with the rest of the funeral party, Finn noticed a
strange, slender man dressed in a black suit, who waited until the reception hall had emptied and only Finn and his mother remained. All afternoon, the man had hovered on the
periphery with his briefcase while other guests mingled, hugged, and told stories of Finn’s
dad. This stranger was not family, not a friend, Finn knew; clearly, he was here because of
a business obligation.
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When the others broke into laughter over an old story, the man remained aloof.
Finn envied him that, as it seemed even weirder than the owl’s appearance that people at
a wake could find reasons to laugh.
Finn wondered if he’d ever laugh again.
But once the other guests offered their final goodbyes, the man finally approached
Finn and his mother and offered them his hand. “My condolences to you both. My name
is Grayson,” and now he handed Finn’s mom a business card. “If you will, I need to go
over the details of John’s will. It was his wish that I—”

“Dad had an attorney?” Finn asked.
This was news to him, and by the look on his mother’s face, it was to her, also.
“Shall we?” Grayson said, gesturing to a line of chairs along one wall of the parlor.
They each sat, and Grayson turned his chair to face them. He balanced his briefcase on his knees and opened it. “John carried an accidental death policy through his
company in addition to his life insurance, so all of these expenses are covered, and you
should receive a small check for the remainder,” he said, handing Charlotte a sheaf of
documents. “Of course, you have access to all of your joint accounts, savings, his 401k,
and so on.”
He paused, eying a thick manila envelope in the case. “And then there’s the house
in Blue Sky Beach.”
“House?” she asked. She looked at Finn.
Finn shook his head. “What house?”
They’d lived in the ranch home at Stuart for most of Finn’s life. He thought his father
grew up in south Florida, like him. He’d never even mentioned Blue Sky Beach before,
though Finn knew it was a resort town in the Panhandle. Had Dad bought a house there?
Grayson opened the envelope and drew out the papers, passing them to Finn’s
mom. “This is the deed to John’s childhood home. An old family home, apparently, in
the Nesasio name for generations, or something like that. He never told you?”
Charlotte stared at the documents as if she’d never before seen words printed on paper.
“He used to say he wanted to move to Blue Sky Beach when he retired. We visited there
once when Finn was little. He never mentioned—”
“Maybe he meant to surprise you,” Grayson suggested.
Charlotte nodded. “He certainly did that.” She gazed at Finn again. “I don’t know
what to say.”
“If you will, please sign the papers where I’ve highlighted,” Grayson said. “I’ll witness them and have them processed. In a few days, you’ll receive the certified documents.”
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Finn felt a smile trying to form on his face. It was alien, like the tremble in his
bones when the horned owl screeched. He swallowed and let the smile move into his eyes.
He looked at his mom and nodded.
She signed.
The next couple of days were lost to time. People came by their apartment to bring
covered dishes, and in no time the house smelled of fried chicken and old coffee. Finn’s
friends stopped by, and they watched movies that were blurs to him. Some of the visitors
prayed with Charlotte and Finn, though he stared at his shoes through slit eyes, barely
hearing their words. He felt tired, empty and dark inside.
When they were alone, Finn heard his mother crying softly in her bedroom. He
disappeared into his pillow. The pain in his heart ebbed and flowed, never truly subsiding.
The war between sadness and anger plagued him day and night. Sleep, when it came, was a
blessed relief. But it was elusive. He tossed and turned in his bed, wrestling with regrets
and what-ifs.
Morning brought a new battle, trying to gather any motivation left to get out of
bed. He feared even opening his bedroom door because that would mean walking past his
father’s study, where he’d never again see his father at his computer. All of it would become very real once more.
Finn wiped his face on his blanket and hurried across the carpet on bare feet, slipping quietly into the hall. As he passed the office, he imagined his father was still in there,
working. He paused, letting his imagination play with what his father had often termed his
“gullible nature.”
“He’s not there,” his mom whispered from her open bedroom door.
Finn blew out a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding. It was just an empty
room, destined to gather dust as it faded into sad memories. Dad wasn’t there, and he never would be again.
He turned away, head down and fists clenched so tightly he could feel his fingernails biting into the skin of his palm. He stood in the kitchen, eyes roaming across Tupperware and paper plates wrapped in cellophane. He wasn’t hungry, but something to eat
might distract him from this emotional warfare. Finn grabbed a cereal box out of the pantry and a bowl from the dish drain and poured out the last stale ’Loops. He sniffed the
milk and drowned the tiny pastel rings. He didn’t care what he was eating, or even how it
tasted. He sat at the kitchen table and stirred a spoon in his bowl.

Charlotte walked in and sat across from Finn, her head so weighed down with despair that she seemed about to tip forward and strike the kitchen table. She propped her
head in her hands and stared at the tabletop, her eyes bloodshot and dehydrated from a
long, sleepless night. Her white nightshirt was stained with mascara where she must have
wiped her tears, and her fingernails were chewed ragged.
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“Mom—?” he began, but the doorbell rang.
She waited. When it rang again, Finn went to answer it. A messenger held out a
slim package and asked Finn to sign his tablet. Finn watched the eagle wings on the delivery man’s uniform wrinkle and seem to flap as he turned over the tablet and signed it with
a swish of his finger.
He thanked the man, closed the door, and dropped the package on the table in
front of his mom. It had a return address that listed Mr. Grayson’s law office.
“What is it?” Finn asked.

“Probably the deed,” she said. “Blue Sky Beach, I guess we’re new homeowners.”
She stared at the envelope. Finn hoped she would look inside it, so he wouldn’t have
to. With a deep breath, Charlotte picked it up and held it. It seemed to Finn that she was
weighing it, or rather, contemplating what to do with it.
Finn’s mouth went dry. What would they do with a second home? Would his
mother quit her job and move them to a strange place? Pull him out of school when he
was so close to graduating? A week ago, he’d known where his life was taking him—
college in St. Augustine, a career in graphic design—so, where would this new path lead
him?
She pried it open and pulled out the documents, flipping the papers and scanning
the details. On the third page was a black-and-white photo of a two-story house with pristine white walls and a sloped roof of white ceramic tiles in the Mediterranean style. It had
a wide front porch and second-floor balcony. Skinny oaks surrounded it, and a picket
fence separated its small front yard from a cobblestone roadway. This was the mysterious
house. Another photo slid out of the envelope as she set it aside. Finn looked over her
shoulder while she sat frozen, staring at the small photograph. It was an old picture of his
parents taken before Finn was born. He couldn’t tell where it was shot, but it definitely
had seen better days. The image was yellowed, covered in brown stains and scratch marks.
“He must have kept it in his wallet for years,” Finn said.
Mom’s shoulder relaxed. She sighed and seemed to brighten. Finn sensed the tension draining from her. The photo was like some kind of divine intervention.
“Let’s go to Blue Sky Beach,” she said in a voice that sounded like the return of hope.
“What about—”
She stood and moved to the counter, started washing out the coffee pot. “We
don’t have to go right away. I’ll put in my notice. You can finish school. We’ll spend the
summer there and see what happens next.”
Finn dropped back into his chair. His cereal had gone soft, its color bleeding into
the milk. But his mother was up and focused on a future that was wide open with possibilities. And for the first time in a week, he didn’t feel lost.
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A month passed between the arrival of the package and the day they left home for
Blue Sky Beach. First, there were finals and senior portraits in his cap and gown, then
Grad Night to celebrate and promises to connect with his friends again in the autumn.
Finally, movers came to take away the things Finn and his mother wanted to retain—
some clothing, books, kitchen appliances, and keepsakes. A truck from the Salvation Army picked up the rest, including his father’s clothes. Finn watched his mom packing them
in boxes and carefully folding each piece. The shirts, she would hold to her face and
breathe in the lingering scent of her husband one last time before letting them go.
Charlotte insisted that they attend grief counseling for one more session before they
left. The psychologist was a young man—he didn’t look much older than Finn, which
made Finn doubt his expertise. But as they shook hands on that last afternoon, the man
handed Finn a small journal. It had a leather cover and a cord to tie it shut. He looked
Finn in the eye and told him to write in it.
“Every day. Doesn’t matter what. Just write,” he said.
So Finn tried to write. He stared at the blank, unlined pages as his mom drove them
onto the interstate, and they were deep into their northwestern drive when Finn realized
she was talking to him.
“I know this is a lot right now. You’ll meet new friends in Blue Sky Beach,” she said.
She was trying to comfort him. But her words just faded into the thousand tiny pebbles dancing on the road as they cruised along. An endless wall of tall pine trees ran parallel to the highway, sometimes arising in rows like soldiers in formation as they passed lumber company lands. The gravel produced a wave of dust in the wind, billowing behind
them.
Finn tried looking for the beautiful simplicity of nature, something his dad used to
talk to him about when they made family trips. But it’s hard to see beauty in anything with
his mind still clouded by grief. He’d not slept through the night since his dad’s accident,
and now could barely keep his eyes open. The weeks of tears had exacted a toll on his
body and soul.
He wasn’t aware of falling asleep. Then he found himself reliving a memory—his last
memory of his father. Finn was at the hospital, just after the car accident, and a storm
shook the earth. Rain fell so heavily that it sounded like the hospital windows would shatter into a million tiny shards. Finn sat beside his father on the hospital bed and watched
him as he slept. He held his father’s hand, but John never returned Finn’s gentle squeezes.
He seemed so peaceful, probably the most content Finn had ever seen his dad.
All Finn could hear was the rain pelting the windows as the storm approached, growing stronger as it came. Bands of lightning cracked across the dark clouds and struck a
large tree just outside the window, and Finn jumped off the bed. The lights flickered off,
then came back on. He hurried to look outside.
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The tree trunk was split, and the soft wood smoldered. A great gray owl sat on a blackened limb, staring back at Finn. Part of his subconscious recognized that this owl and the
one at the funeral were the same creature. Wings drenched and eyes blinking, it perched on
a branch of the smoking tree—one that seemed to Finn like the gnarled arm and accusing
finger of a witch’s hand gesturing into a black sky of electric danger and mystery.
“What is with these owls?” Finn whispered, transfixed by the menacing glare of the
wicked bird.
It stared at him with those piercing dark eyes, and he felt so terrified suddenly that his
limbs froze. Why was he being tortured by this ominous presence?
Whatever spell the winged being cast, the groans from his father’s bed broke it. Finn
turned from the window to see John sitting up in the bed. Relief spread through Finn’s
chest like a warm blanket, and he rushed to hug his father.
“Dad, you’re alive!” Finn cried. His hands and legs shook so hard that the bed vibrated.
But his father’s hands didn’t feel right as they wrapped around Finn’s shoulders. A
sharp pain pierced Finn’s neck. He stepped back, breaking the hug and slapping a hand to
his neck. Finn drew back his hand, startled by blood on his palm. Warmth spread on his
skin as blood ran down his neck to soak into his shirt.
When he looked down, Finn saw his father’s hands malformed, the fingers ending in
long, sharp talons.
“Dad, stop! What’s wrong with you?”
Finn wept, reached out for help. He was dizzy, blacking out. John’s claws drove deeper
into Finn’s neck, and blood sprayed as an artery burst. Blood poured now, and Finn
screamed for his life. He shouted and called, but no one heard him, no one answered. No
one came to his rescue.
His whole body jerked, and Finn woke from the nightmare. Looking around, he saw
the trees passing beyond his car window—no owl, no pelting rain—and his mother reaching over to console him.
“Honey? Are you okay?” she asked.
Finn roused from his sleep, finally remembering where he was. The nightmare had
seemed so real, but he told himself it was all just a bad dream. He shook himself to clear
his head, glanced over at his mother and saw the concern in her eyes. He didn’t want her to
worry. She’d been through enough.
“Yeah, I’m okay. Just a bad dream,” he said.
She nodded, but he knew she still worried. Then she took a breath and shifted her grip
on the steering wheel. “We’re almost to Blue Sky Beach.”
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Charlotte turned off the four-lane highway onto a narrow county road, following a
traffic sign that pointed toward “The Scenic Route.” The speed limit dropped to 25 miles
an hour, and scrub trees arched over the road for a block or two as they passed through
the first of several small resort areas built on both sides of the pavement. In between the
buildings, Finn could see the emerald green water of the Gulf of Mexico and towering
sand dunes topped with sea oats.
His mom rolled down her window, letting the air conditioning out and the smell of
the ocean in. Finn grinned and rolled down his window, too.
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The resorts seemed almost like their own small countries. One had cobblestone paths
and Swiss architecture centered on a small fountain and village green. Another was composed of modern versions of old Florida Cracker houses, with metal roofs and wraparound porches. It had a covered amphitheater in its midst and chrome food trailers lining
the street.
Finn slowly sat forward, looking ahead as the road curved closer to the water. A
bridge took them past a coastal dune lake so still that its surface reflected the blue sky perfectly. A man and a woman stood on paddleboards out on the mirror of the lake, their reflections making it seem like Finn was viewing two worlds at once.
Ahead now, he could see the town—white-walled structures and brick streets, roofs
of curved white tiles, and small scrub oaks growing between the houses. It was a visual
symphony of harmonious shades matching the white sandy beach. The isolated community had a whimsical, contemporary architecture that appeared almost like it grew out of the
dunes fully formed.
“It’s beautiful,” his mother said.
“Everything about this place seems unreal,” he answered.

Charlotte slowed the car as they drove into the town, gaping at the waves and smiles
from the locals. They waved back. Finn wasn’t used to such friendly behavior from complete strangers.
“Am I still dreaming?” he asked.
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“If you are, then so am I,” she answered. “It’s like a vision of pure, Utopian pleasure.”
Finn wasn’t sure what she meant, but he got the gist. In one direction, he spotted a
grandfather sharing ice cream with his granddaughter on a wooden bench under a large
oak tree. Nearby, a group of kids played flag football on buffalo grass in the community
park. Men in pale linen shirts played Bocce on a court further along the way, and women
in filmy cover-ups rode pastel-colored bicycles on the roadside bike lane. A boy lay in a
hammock between two houses, and a little girl waved down at him from a balcony.

Shoppers strolled from boutique to gallery to restaurant as if they had no concern
for tomorrow. They were all tanned, grinning, healthy and happy—families and young
couples and retirees behind mirrored sunglasses. Sounds of live music and distant laughter carried on the sea breeze as the sunset drew abstract shapes and shadows on the sidewalk beside them and lit up the distant water tower in shades of burnt orange. The sky
became a prism, brilliant red clouds floating on a backdrop of hues from yellow to deep
purple.
Charlotte leaned over and checked the GPS app on her cell phone. “It ought to be
the next turn,” she announced.
All the houses were grand, almost heavenly, and the obvious expense of them was
beginning to make Finn uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to living life on this level. He
suddenly felt out of place among the perfectly white walls and pristine landscaping. He
hadn’t seen a single piece of garbage on the street, and every car or SUV parked along
the way was newer and nicer than his mother’s Toyota. None of the buildings looked
abandoned or ill-kept, and the grounds were absolutely immaculate, every blade of grass
evenly symmetrical.
If he’d tried, Finn couldn’t imagine a more beautiful place. But he wondered if it was
a place where he could live.
“This is it,” his mom said.
She angled the car onto a small cul-de-sac with four homes, each one as flawless as
the next, huddled close together against the coastal breeze. The houses were stark white
in the same style as the rest of the town, with balconies fronting the street on the second
story, strips of emerald lawn in front, and scrawny scrub oaks twisting between them.
“None of these look like an old family home,” Finn said.
Charlotte shrugged. “Maybe they renovated it to match the rest of the town when
the planners bought up the area.”
Passing the first house on the right, Finn spotted a young woman unhooking a surfboard from the back of an old, red Jeep—the first vehicle he’d seen that wasn’t sparkling
and new. She, however, was beautiful, with long, dark hair streaked with brown hair with
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pink highlights. Her legs were slim and tan, and her back was illustrated by the most
interesting tattoos. Finn couldn’t help rubbernecking awkwardly as their car passed her
house, and when she glanced up at him, he realized he must look like an excited dog with
his head hanging out the window.
He sat back, breaking eye contact.
“Finn! Finn! We’re here!” his mother squealed, waking him from his love coma.
The car stopped and Charlotte jumped out before Finn could even grab the door
handle. She stood with her hands on her hips, studying the place. He hadn’t seen her so
excited in a long time, and he wondered if the prospect of the new house reminded her of
his father in some way. Briefly, he recalled the grief counseling sessions they’d attended,
and he considered this new beginning could be just the sort of therapy she needed to
rinse her weathered heart.
As he shut his door and stood by the car, he glanced over his shoulder. The neighbor
was lugging her surfboard toward the open garage, and he felt a lurch in his own sad
heart. She wasn’t much older than him, Finn thought, and he wondered what it would be
like to be with a girl like her.

“Stop staring at the neighbor, and let’s take a look inside,” his mom said with a grin.
Finn nodded, took a deep breath, and followed her to the front door. A realtor’s box
on the handle held the key, and Charlotte consulted her phone for the combination.
Claiming the key, she unlocked the door, and Finn followed her into the house—but not
without one last glance at the girl next door.
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Finn stepped inside the house and immediately imagined his father as a child,
running across the beautiful hardwood floor. Or at least he tried to. Gazing across the
open great room with its vaulted ceiling, he actually had trouble imagining that his father
even grew up here.
Finn hurried across the room toward a set of French doors at the back, which
opened onto the small back yard. A white privacy fence surrounded the carpet grass and
was backed up by a stand of coastal scrub oaks and magnolias.
Had his dad climbed that fence to explore the woods when he was little? Had he run
indoors on a rainy day and tracked mud across the floor?
The upper rooms of neighboring houses looked down on the yard, including the
house of the girl next door. Finn wondered about her, then at the sound of his mother’s
footsteps on the second floor, he turned back into the house. He closed the back doors
and wandered through his new home. Following the clatter of his mother’s movements,
Finn mounted the stairs to search for a room to call his own, every footstep echoing
against the open spaces of the structure. While furnished, it was like a show-house—it felt
more like a magazine ad for a model home than a place where people lived.
On the second floor, a hallway led to the front and back reaches of the house, and
Finn looked in each room. An open door at the far end of the hallway drew him like magnetic attraction. It was a large bedroom, with a high ceiling and two massive single-pane
windows on one wall. Another set of double French style doors led onto the balcony that
looked out over the front yard, and opposite the exit was a private bathroom. In the center of the ceiling was a circular skylight. It was round and segmented, with a circular central pane like the pupil of a giant eye.
Had his father’s adolescent nights included sneaking into this room through the windows or by way of the balcony after a late night out with friends?

Finn set his suitcase and backpack on the king-sized bed. It was as if no one had slept
in here for years, if ever—not a single bed sheet out of place. The room wasn’t even
dusty.
He turned at a knock on the bedroom door.
“Do you like your new room?” asked Mom.
Finn responded with a distant nod. “Are you sure this was Dad’s old family home?”
“That’s what the deed claimed,” she said with a shrug. “Listen, it’s been a long day. I
was thinking about getting a hot bath before supper. Are you hungry?”
“Not really. Do you think that leftover Chinese from our lunch stop is still good?”
“Should be,” she said. “Would you get it from the car? We could watch some TV and
maybe get to bed early. The movers should be here tomorrow.”
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He watched her go to the door at the far end of the hall from his room. As he went
down the stairs, he heard bath water running. Then he caught a whiff from his T-shirt and
realized he could do with a scrubbing, too.
Finn grabbed the bag of leftovers from the car and looked around for the neighbor.
She must have been in her house, he thought, and he hoped to see her again soon. Back
indoors, he set the food on the counter, found a glass in the cabinet, and got ice and water
from the dispenser on the new, stainless steel fridge. He stood in the kitchen for a moment, listening to the quiet—a breeze in the tree limbs outside, the twitter of small birds,
the footsteps overhead as his mother moved around her new bedroom.
He felt like he was walking through a dream. But he was probably just exhausted, he
thought. He’d feel better in the morning.
After a quick shower, Finn pulled on some shorts and T-shirt and joined his mom on
the couch downstairs to eat leftovers and flip channels on the wall-mounted flat screen
TV. It wasn’t long before the drive caught up with them and Finn headed up to bed.
He struggled to free the tightly folded and tucked sheets, then gave up trying to get
comfortable in the tangled covers. He stared up at the skylight over his bed. The night sky
beyond it was clear and deep black, the stars brilliant and cold. If the eyes were really windows to the soul, then this was Finn’s eye-shaped window upon the soul of the universe.

Distant noises he couldn’t identify held his attention; it almost sounded like heavy
trucks passing on a highway, but the intervals were too regular. Then he imagined it was
the sound of the house breathing.
That brought him wide awake.
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Finn kicked off the covers and rolled out of bed. He reached down to his backpack
and grabbed his journal, then walked over to open the balcony doors. The wooden deck
was cool on his bare feet. He gently shut the doors behind him, careful not to make a
noise that might disturb his mother, and settled into a wooden rocker by the corner railing.
The air here was thick in his lungs, and the calls of crickets and frogs were louder. But
the sea breeze was cool enough, and no insects were biting. Now he recognized the noise
from earlier: Still just a distant whisper—hush, hush, hush—he could identify it as the Gulf
waves crashing across the beach on the other side of the dunes. He felt a calm wash over
him, as if the sea itself was lulling him to sleep.
A creaking sound brought his attention back to the moment, and he looked to his
right. Nothing was there, on the other side of the rail, except for the narrow limbs of a
scrub oak dwarfed by salt air. A few feet beyond it were the rails of the balcony on the
neighbor’s house. As Finn shifted in his rocking chair, it made a similar creak, and he wondered if the sea breeze had moved a rocker on the nearby balcony.
“Hello?” he whispered. “Is someone over there?”
The Gulf answered, hush … hush.
Probably nothing, Finn thought. He hadn’t heard a peep from next door all evening,
or even noticed if the lights came on. Now, all the houses around were as quiet and dark as
his own.
Finn switched on the reading light clamped to the cover of his journal and curled its
neck to focus a pale glow on the cream-colored pages. He read his last notes about leaving
home and setting out on their journey, and he jotted down his impressions of the people
along Blue Sky Beach from that evening—how happy they looked, how friendly they
seemed.
“Maybe tomorrow we’ll explore the town,” Finn wrote. “Mom said we’ll do everything
there is to do here. Go to the beach, eat at the restaurants, and shop at the record and
bookstores. Rent bikes and play games on the green. She said there’s a free outdoor concert every week and a movie in the amphitheater. And that’s just the beginning.”
Creak.
Finn glanced to his right again, and a fluttering noise made his heart skip. He turned
the neck of his reading light toward the darkness in time to see the branches of the scrub
oak shaking as if something had been perched upon them—now gone.
And just beyond it, clearly visible against the stars, the girl next door sat on the sloping
roof of the balcony as if looking for something.
The shock of seeing her there turned to a pang of disappointment when Finn thought
she might be watching for a boyfriend’s car on the street.
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Suddenly another dark shape swooped down from the night sky to hover close to her.
The wings of a large owl beat the air as its claws reached for purchase on the corner of the
rooftop.
“Again with these owls,” Finn whispered to himself.
It had the same gray coloring, the same terrifying eyes that caught and reflected the
starlight. But this owl seemed different from the others. It was comfortable with the girl,
like some kind of pet. She held something in the palm of her right hand and reached toward the owl. It slowly inched across the roof toward her, beak forward, wings spread to
balance on the sloping tiles.
Finn guessed she was offering it a piece of raw meat. He clutched the arms of his
rocker as the fear rose in him that the massive bird might snap off the girl’s fingers.
About two feet from her, the owl threw back its head and flapped its mighty wings.
One talon snapped toward her and snatched the snack from her hand as the owl plummeted from the side of the roof. Then, catching the night’s breeze in its wings, it arced
back into the sky, soaring over the house across the lane. Finn’s eyes lost its shadow
among the stars.
He glanced back at the rooftop to find the girl staring at him. She crouched on the
roof and didn’t even blink, like she was channeling the spirit of an owl, herself.
Finn’s fear dissolved, however. He didn’t mind her staring at him.
“Uh, hey,” he said.
She gave him a crooked grin and scooted to the edge of the roof. With one hand on
the tile, she swung down and landed her bare feet on the balcony railing below her. Then
she stepped off, climbing into the limbs of the old oak tree between the houses. For a second, Finn lost sight of her in the complex branch system. He eased out of his chair and
leaned on the railing, gazing into the tree’s rustling limbs.
A branch rattled and the girl jumped from the tree onto his balcony railing, bumping
him backward. She lost her balance and tumbled onto him, spilling both of them onto the
wooden deck with a thump of elbows and knees. She lay on top of Finn, warm legs and
arms entangled with his. Finn’s heart pattered and his lungs wheezed to catch a breath.
Her eyes looked into his, and he tasted her breath.
“Hey, what’s your name?” she asked.
“F-Finn.”
“So, do you enjoy spying on your neighbors?”
“No. No! I’m not like that.”
She frowned, and her eyes narrowed. “Really? What are you like?”
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“I’m no creep,” he said.
She grinned. “Relax, Finn. I’m just kidding.” She raised herself up on her elbows, still
pinning him to the floor. “I thought you were kind of sweet, for a peeping Tom.”
“You thought what?”
She chuckled and rose to her knees, careful not to plant them anywhere sensitive.
Then she reached over to pick up Finn’s journal. “What’s this?”
“Give me that, please.”
For a moment he saw in her eyes the temptation to play keep-away, but she handed it
over to him without further fuss. He closed the book and switched off the reading light.
“So, you and your mother,” the girl said. “No father in the picture?”
Finn shook his head.
“Is that why you’re so sad?” she asked.
Finn didn’t answer at first. She didn’t ask again but just nodded. It was like she understood completely. She tilted her head to one side as if seeing him for the first time.
“Hey, you want to go for a ride with me?” she asked.
“What? Right now?”
Finn looked over his shoulder at the doors. He wondered why the noise they’d made
hadn’t brought his mother running to investigate. She must have been really exhausted.
“Yes, now,” the girl said. “Don’t worry. I’ll have you back before Mom knows you’re
gone.”
Finn set his journal in the rocker. He glanced at the doors again, knowing he should
not leave home in the middle of the night. He knew what Mom would say if she found
out.
He looked back at the girl. She was still dressed like she’d just come from the beach,
all bare legs and arms, and her hair was wild from having climbed through the clinging
tree. He didn’t know anything about her—except that she somehow communed with
those monster owls.
“I don’t even know your name,” Finn said.
“I’m Zoe.”
Finn nodded. “Okay, Zoe. Let me grab my shoes.”
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Window to Another World
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Finn followed Zoe over the balcony rail into the limbs of the oak tree, then down
to the yard between their houses. He felt wide awake, jittery as if he’d had too much coffee. He didn’t know where they might be going, but it didn’t really matter to him—there
was mystery in the air, and anything that took his mind off his grief was welcome.
He swept his hand across the passenger seat of Zoe’s red Jeep, which was still damp
and sandy from her day of surfing. He sat down, hoping his shorts didn’t get wet, then
awkwardly tried to find a place to rest his arms. The open roof and the lack of doors made
him feel exposed. He looked for the seatbelt, but there wasn’t one.
Finn watched her hand on the stick shift and her bare feet on the pedals as she backed
the Jeep out of the driveway. He realized he was staring at her legs and hoped she didn’t
notice.
Halfway down the lane, she asked, “So, your Dad is gone? Is that why you’re sad?”
“Yeah, how can you tell?” he asked, wondering about female intuition. Finn was reluctant to share his personal life with a complete stranger, particularly one that had some kind
of pet owl, so he changed the subject.
“What did you feed that bird?” he asked.

Zoe grinned again and glanced at him. “Cool, right? I just gave it a piece of raw chicken. It’s been around here since forever. I started feeding it when we were both little. It only
started eating from my hand a few months ago.”
The Jeep turned onto the main road and Zoe accelerated. Finn clutched the sides of
the seat. The route looked different in the night, cast in shades of silver and gray like an old
movie. She revved the engine as they passed through a slower speed zone beside a resort.
All the lights were out and the place reminded Finn of the marble mausoleums at the cemetery. He swallowed and looked away.
Zoe slowed the Jeep. “Was it a car wreck?”
He looked into her eyes. Something about her made him feel comfortable. He nodded.
“You could tell me about him, if it helps,” she said.
“We weren’t always close. I mean, he worked a lot. But we loved to go to movies and
look at the stars together. He always tried to make time for me and Mom.”
“And when he died, you got angry,” she said. “Mad that you won’t see him again.”
Finn stared at her. How could she know these things? Had she gone through something like this, too? He considered telling Zoe about the owl at the funeral and the one
he’d dreamt of in the storm, but he wondered if she might think he was lying just to pretend they had something in common.
“Sorry about your dad,” Zoe said.
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“Thanks. Supposedly, this was his childhood town, and he left that house to us in his
will. My mom decided to move us here. We’ll spend the summer together, and I’ll be leaving for college in August.”
“Do you like it here?”
Finn shrugged. “It’s like a different world. I don’t really know yet. It seems almost too
nice.”
Zoe laughed, a full and throaty sound. Finn liked it. After another minute, she took a
right turn onto a four-lane highway and Finn recognized that they were heading back the
way he and his mom had driven earlier.
“Would you want to see your dad again, if you could?” Zoe asked.
What kind of question was that, he wondered. “Sure?” His response sounded like another question because he didn’t know if she was messing with him. Was she genuinely
asking, or was she a little insane.
“What if you could see into the next life?” she asked.
Finn didn’t answer. The Jeep crossed a bridge over some kind of narrow bay or coastal
lake. High rise condos appeared on the beach side. He wondered if the afterlife was like
those soaring towers, and maybe death was like the bridge. Zoe headed away from the towers.
Finally, he asked, “What do you mean, seeing the next life?”
This time, Zoe didn’t respond, except to gaze at him with a teasing smirk. They passed
a city limits sign about twenty miles east of Blue Sky Beach. It was nothing like his new
home. Loose paper and plastic bags floated in the wind. Garbage gathered along the curb.
Someone slept under a heap of clothing in front of an abandoned building. A panhandler
begged for change at a stop light. This, again, was an entirely different world from the one
they’d just left.
“Okay, where are we going, Zoe?” Finn asked.
She pointed up past the roll bar, and he saw the shadow of a huge bird gliding above
the Jeep. Could it be the same owl she’d fed? It flew a few car lengths ahead of them,
seeming almost to guide their way through the night.
Zoe turned the Jeep onto a narrow side road, following the owl, and pulled into a
driveway of an old brick house. A blue tarp covered the roof, and used truck tires were
piled in the yard. Stained bath towels hung behind cracked windows, and a “Beware of
Dog” sign hung sideways from a damaged chain-link fence. Zoe shut off the engine.
She reached under her seat and found some slip-on canvas sneakers. “Follow me and
keep quiet,” she said in a low, commanding tone as she put on the shoes.
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Finn climbed out of the car. Zoe headed for the front door of the hovel, glancing
back once to gesture for him to catch up. Finn took a deep breath and looked around.
The yard stunk of spoiled garbage and dog urine. He was terrified someone would jump
them here—that his mother would wake up in the morning to find him gone, and she’d
never know what happened to him.
Zoe led the way. Finn mimicked her footsteps, crouching behind her like they were
on some kind of secret black-ops mission. He heard a familiar sound of wings beating the
air and spotted the gray owl settle on a bare branch in a dead tree next to the house. The
creature hooted, its call echoing in the still air and adding to an already weird experience.
At the front door, Zoe paused to try the knob. It was locked. She rummaged around
the trash on the porch and found a piece of scrap metal, stuck it into the rotted jamb and
popped the latch. The tiny noise sounded like a gunshot to Finn, but Zoe just opened the
door and walked in unannounced. He hesitated at the threshold, cowering behind her like
a scared, little mouse hiding from a winged predator.
“Zoe, let’s go,” he whispered, hoping not to alert the residents. “What does breaking
into this house have to do with seeing the next life? Are you trying to get us killed?”

“Shhh...” Zoe said, pressing her fingers over his lips.
She ventured deeper into the dark house, and Finn followed. The interior was in the
same shape as the yard, with holes punched in the drywall, dirty clothes and blankets piled
on the floors. The humid air stank like a spilled chemistry set, but at least the chemicals
covered the stench of what looked like streaks of feces smeared across the walls.
Zoe checked every room. Maggots crawled in the sink, which was piled full of plastic
dishes and rotted food. The toilet was black inside, and they gagged before they could
shut the bathroom door. In the far back bedroom, a man lay on a stained mattress. He
was thin, shoeless and shirtless, and a needle stood up in his forearm. He didn’t move, and
Finn couldn’t tell if he was breathing.
“Is he dead?” Finn asked.
Zoe crouched by the man, and Finn moved to look over her shoulder. The needle
seemed to pulse in the addict’s arm. Bruised and blown-out veins blackened his pale skin.
Yellow pus and blood coagulated on sores that covered his limbs. Foam trickled from the
corner of his mouth, and his eyes popped open only to roll back. His body trembled, then
shook and convulsed.
“He’s having a seizure!” Finn said.
Zoe pulled the junkie from the floor with ease, lifting his limp spaghetti body from
the soiled mattress with her hands under his armpits. She slammed him against the wall so
hard that Finn gasped. He almost expected the body to crash through the drywall and into
the next room. It was like Zoe had super strength. Was she trying to save the man?
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But no—with one hand on the dying man’s chest pinning him to the wall, she
reached into her side pocket and pulled out a black pouch. “Open this,” she said, passing
the pouch to Finn.
He unsnapped it and rolled it open. It contained hypodermic needles. Finn stood frozen by shock, suddenly regretting his place in the world, his decision to come with Zoe,
and even his interest in her.
She yanked one of the needles out of its elastic sleeve. “Come here,” she said. “I need
you to hold him up. We have to keep his blood flowing, while I extract it with this.”
“What? W-why?” Finn asked.
Zoe frowned. “Calm down Finn. You want to see the next life? You want to see your
father again. Right?”
“Well, yeah. But how does that have anything to do with taking this man’s blood?”

“If you’ll just help me, I’ll show you. Hold him up.”
Finn’s hands were shaking, but he felt compelled by the power in her eyes. He didn’t
have another choice but to run out of the house and keep running until he found his way
home. He was torn and terrified. But he was also curious. Intrigued and entranced by
Zoe. And what if this girl who could work magic with wild owls knew something about
the afterlife?
He stood beside her and grabbed the man’s arms. They were cold and slick with
sweat. The body drooped, tried to slide from his grip. It was heavier than he expected and
almost impossible to keep upright. How could Zoe have held him by herself? Finn was
struggling where she had made it seem effortless. Just how strong was she?
“Okay, keep him still,” she said. “I have to find a good vein. This part is pretty tricky
because he’s a junkie and most of his veins are blown.”
Finn tried to see what she was doing, but the back of her head blocked his view. Instead, he looked into the junkie’s face, scarred and pocked with sores. His stomach rose in
the back of his throat.
“Got the needle through!” Zoe exclaimed.
She stepped back and Finn could see the syringe filling with blood as she pulled the
plunger. The deep crimson bubbled and rose in the clear plastic tube.
“Okay, I’m done. You can drop him,” she said.

Finn let go and the man crumpled onto the floor. He stepped back, arms quaking and
weak from holding the body’s weight for so long. Finn swallowed the stomach acid in his
throat and hoped he didn’t throw up.
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A man was dying—dead already?—and Finn had done nothing to try to save him. He
looked at Zoe for reassurance. Had he helped her hasten along the man’s death?
“Was he going to die anyway, or did I just help murder a man?” Finn asked.
Zoe ignored the question. “We have to hurry. The window is closing in.”
“Window? What window?” Finn glanced at the old terry-cloth towel on the window.
He felt disconnected from himself and wondered if this was a state of shock.
“Now, I have to inject this blood into your veins while he is still alive,” Zoe said.

Finn stepped back. “What? You stay away from me with that!”
Zoe’s expression softened. “You have to trust me, Finn.”
She grabbed his arm with her free hand faster than he could react. Her strength was
unreal. Zoe forced Finn onto the dirty carpet, turned him, and pinned him to the ground
under her knees. She held the needle with one hand and thumped the crook of his elbow
with the other. Finn tried to break free, but her knees had him trapped.
“Stay still,” she said. “I have to get it in your vein so it will enter your heart and brain quicker. It would go easier if you stop fighting it.”

All at once, Finn stopped struggling. There was no more fight in him. Tears ran from
the corners of his eyes as he surrendered to forces beyond his control. Zoe leaned close
and pierced his left arm, then shoved the plunger. He felt the pressure of the dying man’s
drug-tainted blood entering his vein and immediately became nauseated and dizzy. His
vision blurred. Zoe held him as his body jerked, and he lost consciousness in the midst of
convulsions and pain.
And then he was somewhere else. No pain, no tears, no fear. Just a euphoric connection with existence. Streaks of colorful, infinite lights disappeared beyond the horizon.
But even the concept of a horizon was too small. As the lights faded, Finn floated in a
dark, empty space of nothingness. Was this death? Was it some weird, residual side effect
from the junkie’s blood?
Regardless of the cause, Finn recognized that it was real. He was actually here, in this
place of nothing where all the grief and burden left his body. His heart beat in a calm and
contented rhythm, free of its chains. There was no sadness or fear in this place, whatever
it was. He imagined this was what it felt like to float in the warm Gulf on a moonless
night. Like a memory of being a fetus in his mother’s womb. So beautiful and peaceful,
Finn never wanted to leave.

Darkness faded into a brighter light that first appeared in the distance, then relentlessly pulled him through a passage and spit him out into a sea of black water. He fell far
and sank deep. A trail of tiny bubbles marked the path back up to the surface of the water, and he swam hard to reach the air. His heart pounded in his ears, and his lungs
burned with need.
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He broke the surface gasping for air and coughing up black water. He caught his
breath and remembered to tread water, looking around for land. The lake or sea water was
dark black but on the surface was a thick green film. Its as if the water was suffering from
some kind of flu. Then the ripples of his fall bounced off a nearby bank and returned to
him, and he swam toward the shore. His feet touched a slimy muddy bottom, and he
stood to rest a moment before he tried walking to the land.
The night was utterly silent. The quiet was peaceful rather than frightening, almost
like the calm before some eerie storm. Finn felt captive to this dark, mysterious dreamscape, but more intrigued by it than fearful. Frogs croaked from all around, but he was
completely alone.
The shoreline was overshadowed by tropical trees that were so perfectly black they
seemed to have been dipped in tar or paint. As Finn neared the beach, he recognized that
he was in a swampy bayou or lagoon. Reeds grew at the water’s edge, and lily pads extended into the black water toward him.
The bottom was muddy and dark, and the muck pulled at his feet like wet concrete.
Finn struggled to raise his knees and lift his feet from the ground, still trying to make it to
the shore. It was like some bad dream where you strain to walk, but can’t put one foot in
front of the other. The thought made Finn feel as if he was battling to comprehend this
place, unsure if this was a dream or reality—or was he foolish to think there was a difference?
Water burbled and he saw a strange ripple in the black lagoon. Something under the
surface drew closer, and it picked up speed as it approached, faster by the second. It was
coming directly for him, and visions of Shark Week TV specials made his heart hammer.
He tried harder to make for the shore.
The thing under the water veered off and circled Finn, leaving swift ripples all around
him. Something rough brushed against his thigh. Then it touched his right foot. Finn panicked, frantically looking around to spot the mysterious monster.
The surface of the water grew still. Finn held his breath.
A bubble broke the mirror-flat lake, and two yellow eyes rose to gaze at Finn. More of
the creature followed—first, its wide snout, then its long, pointed tail. It was a giant alligator with armored scales as dark as the water and muddied yellow eyes that caught the light
of unseen stars.
Finn moved at last, backing away from the monster and almost making it to the shore.
But the ground shifted under his feet. Like some insidious undertow, it sank away from
his weight, catching his ankles like a vise and pulling him slowly into its embrace. As he
struggled, he sank deeper. His knees were now enveloped and water rose up to his chest,
and Finn was forced to face the gator and wait for its attack.
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The alligator’s tail moved and it swam closer, circling him, studying him as if it wondered whether he was food or competition. It disappeared again, diving silently under the
murky lagoon, leaving only a few bubbles to betray its passing.
Water was up to Finn’s chin. He thrashed and fought to be free, but the mud drew
him ever lower. He took a deep breath just before the water covered his nose, then his
eyes and finally, the top of his head.
Completely submerged and fighting to hold his breath, Finn shook against the fear of
the alligator coming for him before he could drown.
Something grasped his legs.
The air burst from Finn’s lungs.
For a moment, he lost consciousness. Then a kaleidoscope of lights pulled him
through the same bright portal and dropped him in the middle of his bed in the house at
Blue Sky Beach.
Finn gasped and grabbed at the bed, dizzy and soaked with sweat. He sat up on the
tangled covers, trying to recall where he was. He swung his legs to the side and put his feet
on the floor—realized he was wearing the sneakers he’d put on before leaving with Zoe.
He sat there, hands on his knees, breathing and waiting for the vertigo to subside.
He touched his left arm where she’d injected him. The spot was bruised, sore to the
touch. A black dot marked the point of the injection. His leg was scraped where the alligator’s scales had scrubbed against him.
Finn stood and stumbled on trembling legs to his bathroom. He splashed water on his
face and took a towel from the shower bar to dry off.
Still trembling, Finn shuffled over to the windows and looked at the house next door.
All the lights were out. The night was quiet.
“Zoe?” he asked the empty space between them. “What did you do to me? What the
hell are you?”
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Finn woke to bright sunshine and blue skies showing through the round skylight
over his bed. The aroma of bacon wafted in from downstairs. He felt groggy, but his rumbling stomach would not be denied what the scent in the air promised.
He rolled out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom, stripping out of his shorts and
stepping into the shower before the water had warmed. The shock of sudden cold reminded him of the strange dream he’d had last night. Something about a dark bayou and a giant
alligator circling him. But as the spray on his face grew hotter, he began to recall more of
the dream—and he became fully awake when he remembered that it wasn’t a dream at all.

Finn stared at the bruise on his arm and the tiny black dot in its center, where Zoe had
injected him. The scrape on his leg, where the creature had brushed him with its sharp
scales stung under the shower stream. What the hell had he done last night? Did he really
help Zoe kill some stranger? No, the man was already dying — but he didn’t do anything
to help the guy.
And what he’d experienced couldn’t be real. Did Finn let Zoe shoot him full of drugs?
Nobody could actually travel to the afterlife using the blood of a dying man—could they?
Finn heard his mother’s voice—was she laughing?—and hurried to finish his shower.
He wasn’t sure how late he’d slept, and he didn’t want to keep her waiting, especially if
she’d felt good enough today to cook. Vaguely, he wondered where the food came from, as
they hadn’t stocked the refrigerator when they arrived. He’d expected them to grab breakfast or brunch at one of the local cafes while they explored the town.
He toweled off, pulled on some fresh jeans and a tee, and was halfway down the stairs
before he realized his mom was talking to someone in the kitchen. He slowed as he
reached the kitchen door. Then he froze in the doorway.
Zoe sat at the little table in the breakfast nook, smiling and chatting with his mother.
Coffee mugs steamed at their hands, and fresh strips of bacon were piled on a pastel-blue
plate between them. Another plate held a mound of scrambled eggs, and there were small
serving dishes to one side with a stick of butter, sugar, milk, salt and pepper.
Finn’s mother was wrapped in a light bathrobe with fuzzy slippers on her feet. Zoe
wore a gauzy cover-up over a black bikini and flip-flops. They looked up at him—Zoe with
wide, innocent eyes, and his mom with a mischievous narrowing to hers.
Finn gulped. Suddenly, the toaster pinged and four pieces of lightly browned bread
popped up. Finn flinched, and both women giggled. He felt his face go red. He turned
away, reaching for a coffee mug to hide his embarrassment.
“Aren’t you going to say hello to our new neighbor?” Charlotte asked.
Finn called over his shoulder as he poured some coffee, “Good morning, Zoe.”
“Oh? You two already know each other?” Charlotte asked.
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“Kind of,” Zoe said. “Finn came out on the balcony last night to write in his journal. I
was sitting up too. We got acquainted.”
Finn didn’t look at them. His brain felt like it was on fire. What was Zoe doing here?
What had she told his mother? How long had they been talking? He noticed the greasy frying pan in the sink and an empty egg carton on the counter.
“Zoe brought breakfast fixings for us,” Charlotte said. “Isn’t that sweet?”
“Well,” Zoe said, “I figured you got in so late yesterday that you probably didn’t have
time to buy groceries.”
Finn grabbed a plate and put the toast on it, retrieved his coffee mug, then turned toward the women. Zoe cleared a place on the table for him to put down the plate, and his
mother patted the empty chair between them. He gulped again. Not meeting their eyes,
Finn concentrated on the food. He scooped eggs onto his plate and added a few strips of
bacon while his mom buttered the toast.
“Zoe was telling me about some of her tattoos,” Charlotte said. “Did you see the owl
on her back?”
Finn nodded. Of course, he’d seen the owl with its wings spanning from one of her
shoulder blades to the other. It was a gray beast with piercing eyes. It looked just like—
“There was an owl at my husband’s funeral,” Charlotte said.
Finn felt his stomach drop. He looked from his mother to Zoe and back again.
“They’re harbingers,” Zoe said. “At least, that’s what some ancient cultures believe.
They signal a transition from one world to the next, like a birth or—”
Zoe didn’t finish the sentence, but Finn was sure all three of them knew what she
meant. Finn swallowed. He took a drink from his coffee mug in the awkward silence. He
looked down at his plate and realized he’d cleaned it.
“Wow, you have an appetite this morning,” his mother said. “I haven’t seen you eat
like this since before—well, not in a while.” Then she gasped and reached out to grab his
wrist. She turned his arm to better see the bruise. “Finn, where’d that mark come from?”
Finn glanced at his arm and shrugged. “I hit it on the balcony door last night. Maybe
that was it.” He felt lousy lying to his mother, but what else could he say? “I’ll be more
careful.”
Charlotte glanced at Zoe, then released Finn’s wrist. “Okay, then. Well, you two chat.
I’m going upstairs to get dressed.”
“Are we exploring the town this morning?” Finn asked. He was hoping Zoe would get
a hint and leave—but somehow he knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. He’d prefer to
have talked to her on his own terms.
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Finn’s belly churned, and he tasted bacon rising back up in his throat. He swallowed
hard and drank more coffee.
“I thought I’d check out a couple of jobs I saw listed online,” Charlotte said, shaking
her cell phone. At Finn’s look, she added, “No, I’m not rushing back to work too soon.
Just looking.”
“You said it would be us this summer,” Finn said. “That we had enough of a cushion
that you wouldn’t need to go back to work right away,”
“I’d be happy to show you around,” Zoe said.
Finn cut his eyes at her. She seemed so innocent this morning, and he remembered
the taste of her breath in his face last night. His arm itched suddenly, right at the bruise,
and he tried to ignore it.
“I could even teach you to surf,” she added.
“Hey, that sounds like fun, right?” Charlotte said. “Just be careful. You don’t want to
come home with more bruises.”

***
By the time Finn had changed into swim trunks and sandals, Zoe was waiting out
front with her Jeep loaded for the beach. Two longboards jutted forward from the back,
strapped to the roll bar with bungee cords. She wore cheap, plastic wrap-around shades
and her braided hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Zoe smiled at Finn as he descended
the front steps, a beach towel draped over his arm. Despite his misgivings about last night,
her smile made him happy. He returned it and hopped into the passenger seat.
As soon as the Jeep started forward, Finn asked, “So, when are we going to talk about
what happened last night?”
Zoe smirked. “Did something happen last night?”
“You know what I mean.”
“Why don’t you tell me what you think happened, first?”
Finn shook his head trying to get a clear vision of his memories. It was difficult for
him to describe, almost like trying to recall the details of a vivid dream that had faded in
the light of day. But he tried, starting with the warm darkness, the flashes of light, and the
sensation of being dropped into the black lagoon. He told her of the ancient, giant gator
and the hungry earth that dragged him underwater.
“I thought I was drowning, then I woke up in my bed,” he said. “Did you carry me
upstairs?”
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Zoe nodded, but she didn’t speak. Instead, she maneuvered the Jeep into a parking
spot near a boardwalk at the edge of the sand dunes. The walkway led to the emerald green
Gulf over sand so white that Finn couldn’t stand to look at it directly.
“Don’t you have some sunglasses?” Zoe asked. When he shook his head, she removed
hers and handed them over. “I have another pair in my bag.”
“We left that guy to die,” Finn said. “And you shot me full of who-knows-what kind
of diseases.”
Zoe considered him for a moment, words seeming about to spill from her lips. But
she shook her head and stood in her seat to unhook the bungees. Finn looked up at her,
initially following her movement. He noticed the way her muscles moved in her thighs,
how her tanned legs disappeared into the skin-tight bikini bottom, and the scent of coconut oil—
“You going to sit there and stare, or help me?” Zoe said.
He popped the sunglasses on to cover his embarrassment and hopped out of his seat.
Rounding the Jeep, Finn reached for one of the boards. He braced himself, expecting the
longboard to be almost too heavy for him to lift. But it came up in his grip like it was made
of Styrofoam. Finn could feel the resistance of its weight against the muscles in his arms
and back, but it wasn’t too much for him. In fact, he nearly toppled over when the board
rose so easily in his grip.
Zoe snickered. “What’s wrong, Hercules?”
Finn stumbled, staring at the board.
“Oh, believe me. It gets better,” Zoe said. She climbed down beside him and grabbed
the second board with ease. She tucked it under her right arm, threw a canvas bag over her
left shoulder, and turned toward the boardwalk.
“Wait up,” Finn called. Catching up to her, he started to ask another question, but she
interrupted.
“Have you ever surfed before?” she asked.
“No. Is it hard?”
Grinning, she bumped him with her elbow. “Easy as falling off a log. You’ll do fine.”
***
The Gulf water was cool, the waves lower than Finn had feared. Before they left the
sand, Zoe showed him how to lie when he paddled out, and how to climb to his feet. They
practiced paddling and standing before ever trying a wave, and he caught a couple that he
rode while lying flat on his belly. She didn’t respond to his questions about the visions he’d
seen, but he didn’t mind—she praised him for learning so quickly.
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And she laughed when he fell off the board, which he did several times before finally
attaining that first successful wave.
“Told you it gets better,” she said when he rejoined her past the break.
They sat on their boards for a minute, catching their breath and waiting for the procession of waves to build again. Gulls circled and laughed. On the beach, a group of kids
hopped on skim boards. At the far horizon, a large container ship slowly moved toward
the port at Panama City to the east.
Zoe sighed, coming to a decision. “I want to thank you for not saying anything to
your mom about last night.”
Finn’s heart skipped. “What would I tell her? ‘Yeah, Zoe and I drove off to a crack
house last night. I let her shoot hepatitis in my arm and we left some junkie to die.’”
She raised her sunglasses to study him. Her eyes narrowed in the glare. “That’s not
what happened.”
“Okay, then what was it? I know you’re holding back on me.”
“This isn’t easy for me, either. I’m putting a lot of trust in someone I barely know. But
I have a feeling about you. Once you’ve traveled a few more times, you’ll understand what
I mean.”
A few more—? “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
Her shoulders drooped and she looked away. The morning went silent and a sense of
peace washed over Finn, like he’d stopped the world from spinning. He saw a trickle of
water on Zoe’s cheek, but he couldn’t tell if it was a tear or a splash of sea water.
“Look, I could sense your sadness,” she said. “Just like you’re sensing my reluctance.
It’s part of the side-effect of traveling to the afterlife worlds.”
“I can’t believe that’s what I did. You said I’d see my father—”
“There are as many afterlife worlds as there are souls,” Zoe said. “Or at least it seems
like that. Every time you travel, it’s different. You’ll be welcomed in some worlds, tested in
others. The type of world is unique—whether that’s for each person, or family, or bloodtype. I’m still learning about all that, too. But every time you return, you’ll feel stronger,
more intuitive or empathic—better than you were before.”
Finn thought about that. He was certainly stronger physically, and he felt more sure of
himself emotionally. He wasn’t on the verge of tears all the time, like he’d been for the last
few weeks. He actually felt rested and confident. He looked at his arm, where the bruise
was already fading. He rubbed a finger against the dark spot.
“That’s another side effect,” Zoe said. She held out her arm, where a tattoo of a spider
web covered her inner elbow. “I got my first tats to hide the dots. They sort of form a pattern after a while. You’ll get one every time you blood-travel.”
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In that moment, she was the greatest mystery on earth. Deeper and more mysterious
than the ocean. Sitting on her board, skin glistening with saltwater and oil, she seemed like
a dream to him. He’d been in Blue Sky Beach for less than 24 hours, and now he was surfing with a beautiful girl—an older girl—who seemed to be in touch with higher powers. A
girl that had shown him another world. If that wasn’t a dream, then what was it?
Finn shook his head, then dipped forward to wet his hair in the Gulf. “So, how did
you learn how to do this?” he asked. “Not surfing, I mean. The afterlife. How—?”
But she was already focused on an approaching wave. She kicked and leaned over, paddling to get ahead of it. She called over her shoulder, “Catch me, and I’ll tell you everything!”
Finn grinned in spite of his fears and struck out after her, and the wave rushed to propel
his board toward the distant shore.
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Finn and Zoe grabbed lunch at a food trailer parked on the edge of the green. She
bought Finn his first fish tacos, and they sat on a bench under an umbrella to eat. He tried
to keep from asking more questions, since she obviously didn’t want to deal with anything
heavy. She seemed desperate to have fun with him, and part of him wondered why.
It couldn’t only be because of what they did last night, could it? Why was she so intent upon showing off her town to him, and to giving him a good beach day? Was she trying to prove to him that she could be a normal girl—or prove it to herself?
“Let’s go to the record store after we eat,” she said. She pointed across the park at a
two-story building with a shining metal roof, and he nodded while he wolfed down a third
taco.
The record shop perched above a book store. Finn followed Zoe into the quiet book
shop, where she paused for a second to point at a series of young adult novels about owl
guardians. She smirked, then continued to the back stairs. Old album covers in picture
frames lined the bright stairwell, which opened into the used vinyl portion of the record
store. Zoe hurried to the front of the store, letting her fingers trail along the racks of CDs.
She picked up a few and almost as quickly put them back.
A clerk with a Beatles haircut eyed Zoe. When the man noticed Finn’s gaze, he raised
his chin as if saying, Hey, what’s up?
Zoe drifted back to the vinyl bins and started thumbing through the titles. Upbeat
Americana played over the speakers, and a half-dozen people browsed the shelves.
Finn hovered at Zoe’s shoulder. “What’s your favorite band?” he asked. “Owl City?”
“Maybe.” Zoe shifted her weight, bumping Finn with her hip. She chuckled and kept
riffling through the old cardboard covers. “Is your favorite song ‘Crocodile Rock’?”
He laughed and crossed to the bin opposite from her. Finn picked through the albums but barely looked at the titles or covers. He found himself mesmerized by the way
Zoe’s fingers moved across the records, the crook at the corner of her lips when she saw
something that excited her. Her hair was dry now, but dark strands remained plastered to
the skin of her neck and stretched when she tipped her head to one side.
He realized suddenly that she had stopped searching the records. Her face was tipped
down, but her eyes stared at him over the rim of her sunglasses. She smiled when his eyes
met hers.
“You find something you like?” she asked.

“Maybe,” he said. Then he picked up an album and turned the cover toward her. It
was a 12-inch single showing two girls with their backs to the viewer, Tegan and Sara, and
over their heads was the colorful word, in all capital letters, ALLIGATOR.
Zoe laughed. “You win.”
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She spun on her heel and rushed back down the stairs, and Finn chased her, wondering if the sales clerk thought they were shoplifting. Or maybe he thought Finn was stalking
the older girl. Finn didn’t care. His grin felt as big as his face.
Zoe led him back through the book store and into the afternoon sun, then took his
hand and turned down a side lane to a gelato shop. “My treat,” she said, pulling a wad of
bills out of her canvas bag.
“Is that a magic purse?” he asked. “Got a kitchen sink in there?”
She ordered a frozen yogurt in a cup, and Finn got a waffle cone of Superman ice
cream. They settled on chairs overlooking the sidewalk and watched the perfect people
carrying on their perfect lives. A family strolled by in matching shades of powder blue Polos and white shorts, and their little toddler girl waved at Zoe. She smiled and waved back.
Zoe reached out to offer Finn a taste of her yogurt, and he traded his cone to her. He
took a spoonful of hers while she stared at him and slowly licked all around the edges of
the multicolored scoop. She paused, then wrapped her lips around the curve of the scoop.
“Are you trying to make me crazy?” he asked.
“Is it working?” she replied. “Cause I’d hate to think I’m getting a brain-freeze for no
reason.”
She handed the cone back to him and pressed both hands to her forehead, groaning
as he chuckled.
“Serves you right,” he said.
Then she leaned over as if she was falling out of her chair. Finn caught her with his
free hand, wrapping his right arm around her. She snuggled into his neck, burying her eyes
against his jaw.
“That brought back bad memories,” she said.
When she looked up at him, Finn thought his chest was going to burst. The cone in
his left hand wobbled. His fingers shook. He wanted to kiss her so badly—
Zoe struck first, landing a chaste peck on his lips before she straightened up and returned her attention to the yogurt cup.
Finn caught his breath. What is happening, he wondered. What did she want from
him? He took a bite off the top of the ice cream, then licked the edges where it was melting down the cone. He decided to press his apparent advantage.

“What did you mean, bad memories?” he asked.
“I was sick when I was little, and some of the meds gave me terrible migraines. I didn’t know what was worse, the medicine or the illness.”
“Is that when you discovered—you know—how to travel?”
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“Not then. Later.” Zoe swirled her spoon in the yogurt cup, staring into the past. “I
had leukemia when I was a kid. They treated me with radiation and then chemo. My mom
and dad would take me to Birmingham for treatments.” She reached back and flipped her
ponytail with one hand. “All my hair fell out. It grew back darker.”
“Leukemia? Jeez.” Finn wasn’t entirely sure what the disease entailed, but he’d heard
of it and seen it portrayed in movies, and knew it was a kind of cancer of the blood.
The blood, he thought. That must have something to do with how she learned to travel.
“But you’re okay now?” he asked.
“I was on the bone marrow transplant registry for a couple of years before they found
a match.” Zoe shrugged. “I’ve been in remission a couple of times. The last bout was
about two years ago. Mom said she couldn’t take it anymore and left, so it was just me and
Dad. It got pretty bad. I was a goner for sure.”
“That’s why you have this interest in the owls, right? The idea of them being harbingers of death.”
Zoe pointed at his cone, and Finn realized he was letting it melt all over his fingers. He
licked the drips and switched hands, grabbed a napkin and tried to clean off the ice cream,
but the thin paper napkin just disintegrated and pulled apart all over his knuckles. Zoe took
his cone and put it in her yogurt bowl, then fetched a small water bottle from her canvas
bag and poured it over his fingers.
She snagged another napkin and stroked his hand clean. While she worked, she answered his question: “Not exactly. That owl you saw started hanging around our house
when I was a kid. He knew I was sick before my parents did.”
Finn felt a tremor of panic and closed his fingers on hers. “Why has he come back?”
She held his hand and looked into his eyes. “He never left. He’s like my oldest companion. But now he leads me to places where other people are dying. He’s helping me to
find windows to travel.”
Finn’s heart hammered in his chest. He clutched Zoe’s fingers and shifted closer to her
so that they were almost nose to nose. What she was saying was intimate and personal,
words only meant for his ears. He wanted her to know that he recognized how difficult it
was for her to say this out loud.
“Thank you for telling me,” he whispered.
She smiled and rested one hand on his arm while she spoke. “Almost every time I
went for treatment, I got a different nurse. But one of them seemed to take an interest in
me. She would see me come into the center and hand off her patient to another nurse so
she could talk to me. She convinced me death was not the end. What we call ‘life’ is only
the smallest part of our infinite existence.”
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“She told you how to—”
Zoe’s finger touched the black mark on Finn’s arm. She shook her head. “Not at first.
Now, just listen. I’m going to try to tell you about it. One day the nurse unhooked my drip
and injected me with something. Only later I found out it was the blood of a person who
was actively dying. I had a weird trip like the one you took. I was confused and disorientated and had no idea what was happening. I fell out of the darkness into a dense forest and
landed in a snowdrift. The redwood trees were taller than skyscrapers, and the air felt dry
and cold. It was so quiet, like the snow was absorbing all the sounds.”

Zoe paused. She removed her sunglasses and stared at Finn. “I was dressed in the
clothes I’d worn to the infusion center that day—it was always cold there, and I had on a
sweater and jeans. I was terrified at first, but the sense of being surrounded by life soothed
me. After a minute, I heard a noise of whitewater. A creek was nearby. Then birds chirping, whistling a familiar tune in the surrounding trees.
“I ventured deeper into the woods and began to follow the creek, hoping it might lead
to some sort of civilization—but it was just me and the birds. Walking warmed me, and I
regained my composure. I felt like I was beginning to understand this place. I started to
mimic the melodies of the birds, and I felt good for the first time in a long time.”
Zoe sat back in her chair, frowning. She nudged the bowl full of melting ice cream
with a finger. Finn thought she looked more frightened than sad.
“What happened to you?” he asked.
“My bones and body weren’t in constant pain. I realized I was smiling. There was so
much joy in this feeling of relief. This peaceful place was my remedy. I thought maybe this
was a side-effect of some drug the nurse gave me, but I didn’t care.”
Zoe’s lips pressed tight. “All of a sudden, the birds’ singing hushed. Another sound
conflicting with theirs disrupted the peace. I stopped walking to listen closer, but all I
could hear was—”
She closed her eyes, focusing on the memory, and continued, “—the crackling of the
water smacking against the rocks in the stream. The chattering and scratching of a family
of squirrels pushing acorns the size of walnuts up a tree. I started walking again, and the
other noise returned. A buzzing that didn’t fade this time. It persisted and grew louder.
Like it was coming my way.”
Finn took a breath. This was the thing that drove her back to her body, he thought.
“I should have been frozen in fear, but I was just too curious,” Zoe said. “I cupped
my ears and tried focusing on the sound. By the time I figured it out, it was too late. A
swarm of fat honey bees zoomed through the tree limbs like a black cloud. They surrounded me and circled me, and I was terrified. I knelt down, waiting for whatever was next.”
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Zoe wrapped her arms across herself and clutched at her shoulders. “I didn’t even see
the rogue bee break from the swarm to attack. It hit my arm like a bullet. Its stinger sank
through my sweater, deep into my right arm, digging into my skin.”
She rubbed her forearm as if soothing a phantom pain of the memory. “Its body was
halfway into my skin and halfway out. I scratched at it and pulled, trying to dig it out with
my fingernails, but that only made it burrow deeper. Then more bees were on my left arm,
digging themselves into my skin and muscles, my legs, my chest and my face. Bees were all
over me. I screamed until I lost my breath, rolling on the ground.”

She stopped scratching and pulling at her cheeks, and picked up her sunglasses again.
“The pain reminded me of those bone marrow needles being injected into my spine. It was
a dull, deep, and breathtaking agony. I reached for the sky, thought for sure I was going to
die, when I noticed my body began to separate from the bees. Like a ghost, I floated into
the air, past the treetops, back through the portal and into my bed at the hospital.”
Zoe finally gazed into Finn’s eyes. He still held his tongue.
“But I was stronger when I woke up. And hungry. I felt so much better. Smarter,
even. ‘Wiser than my years,’ Dad called it. He couldn’t believe the change in me, and I
wanted more. Every time we returned for another treatment, that nurse would dose me
and explain a little more to me. But then—”
“Something went wrong?”
Zoe nodded. “One day, we went for a treatment and she wasn’t there. I asked about
her, but they said she’d quit. They couldn’t give me her contact information. I thought
maybe they caught her dosing someone and fired her. But I don’t really know. I tried to
find her on the internet, but…”
“I’m sorry,” Finn said. “So you’ve had to try to figure out the rest on your own?”

“Some of it. She taught me pretty well, during those trips to the infusion center.
There’s still a lot I haven’t had time to tell you.”
She turned back to face him, and their legs tangled under the table. “Finn, I’m glad we
found each other, and that I don’t have to do this by myself anymore. Traveling like this
can be dangerous alone. I think we can help each other. We’ll get stronger together, and
we’ll find the portal to your dad’s afterlife. I promise.”
Finn reached out, and Zoe took his hands again. “I still don’t understand how this
works,” he said. “And the idea of trying to do it again is crazy-scary. But I—I don’t want
to stop. Does that make sense?”
Zoe smiled, and Finn felt his skin go hot. Holding his hands, she leaned close and
kissed him, slowly and gently this time. Finn took her face in his hands, kissing her back.
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“It makes more sense than you know,” she said. “I’m so relieved you said that. I like
you, Finn. I knew we’d click as soon as I saw you sitting on your balcony. You’ll understand, soon. The more you travel, the more you’ll recognize kindred spirits when you meet
them.”
Zoe leaned over, studying Finn’s open palm as if she’d never seen one before. She
held it flat and used the fingers of her free hand to trace its lines. Finn twitched because
the touch tickled, but he didn’t pull back.
“This is your head line,” she said, stroking the crease across the center of his palm.
“It’s long, which means you’re a clear thinker and considerate of others.” She moved to
the line just above that one. “This is your heart line. It’s long too, and extends here, under
your index finger, which is called the Mount of Jupiter. That suggests you love deeply and
have big dreams.”
“So, what’s my life line show?”
Zoe frowned. She didn’t respond. She stroked the crease in his palm that curved under his thumb.
“What?” he asked.
“This rounded lifeline indicates you’re—well, let’s go with ‘energetic.’” Her eyes sparkled when she looked up at him. She laughed and hopped out of her chair. “Maybe you
can keep up with me after all!”
Zoe snatched up her canvas bag and hurried across the parking lot to her Jeep, and
Finn was right on her heels. They piled in and drove off, turning back onto the county
road. Zoe reached into her bag and pulled out a CD. She handed it to Finn and asked him
to unwrap it.
It was an old album by a band called The Smiths, Meat is Murder. Finn thought he hadn’t heard of the band, but when she slid the disc into her player, he recognized the song.
He looked at the track listing on the case and read the title, “How Soon is Now?”
Finn looked at Zoe again, realizing she’d shoplifted the CD while the clerk had shared
a glance with him.
Zoe was grinning, singing at the top of her lungs, “How can you say I go about things
the wrong way?”
They drove toward the setting sun, the coastline receding into a haze.
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The shadow of a great horned owl chased the sun, its feathers alight like the silver
lining of a thundercloud, and Zoe’s red Jeep chased the owl. Finn sat back in his seat, relaxing into the rhythms of the wheels on the hot asphalt road and how that steady beat
merged in and out of synch with the bass line of the music. It didn’t even matter to him
that it was stolen music, not in that moment, not when he felt almost hypnotized by the
syncopation.
He’d traveled to another world. It was real. And he could do it again. All he had to do
was follow the owl to the bedside of some unfortunate soul who was about to cross over,
take a sample of their lifeblood, and drop through the portal that their passing spirit
opened between worlds.
And on one of those trips, he could find his father. All it took was playing along. Letting Zoe show him the path. Looking the other way when she took something—a CD, a
syringe of blood, the last breath of life—something that no one would miss anyway. It was
worth it, he thought, if it meant he could be reunited with his dad, even for just the length
of a single fleeting moment before he got snapped back to this world.
It wasn’t like they were killing anyone. They were just taking advantage of the opportunity offered by the dying, to follow in their wake, so to speak. In fact, they might be doing some of them a favor, he thought. With Finn and Zoe there, they wouldn’t have to die
alone.
Zoe must have noticed his thoughtfulness because she turned down the music and
put her hand on his knee. “You’re quiet.”
He sat up, grabbed her hand, and shifted in his seat. “Sorry. I was thinking about all
this.”
“You’re worried we’re exploiting these people?”

“No,” he said. “Maybe. I don’t know.”
“It’s serving a higher purpose.” At his confused look, she added, “I’m cured. I don’t
have to be afraid of getting sick again. And you can look forward to the day we find your
father.”
The sun broke through a thin veil of clouds, casting red beams across a purple sky.
The clouds blossomed into a fierce shade of umber. Finn smiled. He’d never seen a sunset
so beautiful. It bathed the dunes in vibrant colors and turned the emerald waves dark. The
air felt as pure as the vision was majestic.

“So what do we do now? Where do we go from here?” he asked.
She pointed skyward, where the winged shape banked and rose. “The owl will help us.
He’ll find death so we don’t have to.”
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They crossed a bridge and lost track of the bird when it dove behind a grove of windsculpted pines as if it had sighted a mouse below. Zoe slowed the Jeep and turned onto a
side road. A sign by the intersection said Blue Sky Assisted Living. There was no gate at
the facility, just a parking area in front of a welcome center. Behind the main building,
they could see a series of duplex apartments with entry ramps and wide doors.
It was almost full dark now, and no one moved around the buildings. Lights glowed
in the welcome center, and they could see a person on a motorized chair passing the front
windows. Zoe pulled to the edge of the parking lot, where an overhanging willow tree
sheltered the Jeep from prying eyes. She shut off the engine and sat quietly.
Finn opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Zoe put one finger to her lips. He
waited.
From a distance came the cooing of an owl. Three soft hoots followed.
Zoe grinned and stepped out of the Jeep, pocketing her keys. Crouching, she took off
her flip-flops, held them in one hand, and hurried around the willow. She followed the
tree line along the perimeter of the property. Finn stayed right behind her, his eyes scanning from one lighted window to another. He saw an old woman fixing tea in her apartment kitchen, and an old man in another apartment watching television. From one duplex
came the warble of big band music on an old turntable.
Each of these little places was the home of someone waiting to die, he thought. Someone holding on for dear life, alone, surrounded by other lonely old people. It made him
sad.
Zoe stopped short and pointed ahead, where a large shadow perched atop the shingled roof of a single-story building.
“The owl has found someone for us,” she said.

Someone who is dying, he thought.
A clicking sound spread across the yard, and little black tubes popped up at regular
intervals from the grass. Before Finn’s brain identified them, the sprinkler heads started
hissing, then sprayed jets of water in circling arcs above the lawn.
Zoe cursed. The owl flapped its wings, disquieted by the noise, then settled once again
onto its perch. Finn pulled at Zoe’s arm, then he took the lead. He continued along the
perimeter of the yard, proceeding outside the reach of the sprinklers until they stood directly behind the apartment unit where the owl waited for them.

The back of the duplex had a screened porch. A ceiling fan whirred above an empty
rocking chair, but the porch light was off. Finn nodded at the back door, which was a
wooden frame inset with decorative glass window panels.
“They left the fan going,” he said. “I bet the door’s unlocked.”
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“We’ll have to run through the sprinklers,” Zoe said.
“Or we could wait.”
Zoe shook her head.
“You’ll learn. You’ll get a sense of it, like I do. There’s not much time. We have to
hurry.”
She struck out across the lawn, raising her hands as if she might magically ward off the
spray. Finn raced to catch her and they stopped at the screen porch door together. Zoe
gently pressed the button on the aluminum handle, and the door came open. She eased it
wide enough to slip through, and now they faced the back door.
The breeze from the ceiling fan raised goose bumps on Finn’s wet skin as he dripped
sprinkler water on the porch’s ceramic tile.
They peered through the glass panels on the door, seeing only a living room area lit by
a table lamp. They listened for movement. From next door came the sound of an electric
can opener, then silence. The clinking of a spoon in a dish. A woman’s voice calling, “kitty
-kitty-kitty.”
Zoe raised an eyebrow. Finn held his breath and closed his grip on the door’s brass
lever, and it gave way. The door swung gently open toward them, and they stepped into
the apartment.
Guilt nagged at Finn’s conscience. Whoever lived here felt safe in this place. There
was no crime to fear. No home invasions. They’d certainly never expect Finn and Zoe, or
suspect their intentions.
As Zoe ventured farther into the room, Finn eased the door shut. He locked it, just in
case someone else came calling.
The apartment was a one-bedroom townhome with faux wood floors and wide doorways. The next resident might be mobility-challenged, after all. Family photos on the wall
showed adults and small children. One had a high school graduation photo, probably a
grandchild. A black-and-white picture on the mantle focused on a smiling young woman
and a man in uniform.
Handmade quilted blankets draped the couch and easy chair in the living room. A curio cabinet by the hallway entrance held a set of fine china—plates and platters, teacups
and saucers. The place was clean but it smelled stale, like musty linens.
Finn’s sneakers squeaked on the floor and they both froze. Zoe shook her flip-flops at
him and pointed at her bare feet. In the silence, Finn heard a faint wheeze issuing from the
end of the hallway. He slipped off his sneakers, leaned around the doorframe, and glanced
into the bedroom.
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An elderly woman lay in a hospital bed, gasping for air. The head of the bed was
raised, and pillows supported her neck and shoulders. Her eyes were open, staring at the
ceiling in the half-light cast by the lamp from the living room.
Zoe paused at the door and studied a chart pinned to a corkboard. She tapped Finn’s
shoulder and pointed at it.
“She’s due for a visit soon. Evening meds,” Zoe whispered.
Finn gazed at the woman. Her cheeks were sunken, her skin pale and blotched with
liver spots, her hair a mass of tangled gray strands. Her hands on the bed rail were skeletal
under skin that appeared almost translucent. But he could still see in her countenance the
happy young girl in the old photograph on the mantle.
Her final moments of this life were escaping, and Finn wondered if that young soldier
from the photo would be waiting for her on the other side. She wheezed again, eyes unblinking, focused not on the ceiling, he realized, but rather on eternity.
“Shouldn’t we help her?” he whispered.
If the old woman heard, then she gave no sign. Neither did Zoe.
Nature was taking its course, Finn thought. Zoe had seen this so many times before
that she was numb to it—or, like the staff at these places, she’d learned to separate her
feelings from the job. At least, he hoped that’s why she seemed suddenly cold and calculating.
Finn, though, could think only of his own mother. How would she look in another
forty years? Would she lie in a hospital bed alone when she died?
Zoe drew a clean needle from her black pouch and snapped it into a fresh syringe. She
reached over the bed rail and took hold of the women’s arm. The women didn’t respond.
She maintained her focus on the heavens.
In the dim light, Zoe’s face looked garish, her eyes too wide and her skin too pale. She
moved so carefully, like a robot performing a pre-programmed routine.
Finn knew what would follow. He watched Zoe as if from a great distance. She
pierced the old woman’s arm at the elbow, and a deep red fluid flowed into the syringe.
Finn felt a little lightheaded. The room seemed to grow smaller and shift on its axis. Then
he realized with a start that Zoe was filling two syringes.
“Take this,” Zoe said, handing one of the syringes to Finn. “You have to pierce the
same vein as I did last night.”
Finn’s hand shook. He stared at the thing in his grip. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
Zoe turned her syringe and held it with one hand. The tip of the needle rested on her
own arm. Finn could see the vein standing out where she pointed it, as if her arm was excited to welcome the intrusion.
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“We are going to inject it together this time,” she said. “Now.”
Finn turned his syringe, pressed the point of the needle against his vein, and stared
into Zoe’s eyes. They pressed through their skin and pushed their plungers as one.
Finn heard a gasp and a wheeze, but suddenly Zoe kissed him. Her body fell against
him, and they clutched each other. Her tongue found his, and Finn’s eyes closed just as a
bright light glared into his face with brilliant heat.
He was rising and falling, weightless. Snapped sideways. Zoe’s arms held tight to him
as they tumbled. An impact sent him sprawling and rolling. They lost hold of each other.
The sky spun and sand blinded Finn. He slid and fell, coughed when more sand caught in
his throat. And then all motion stopped.
Finn rubbed his face with the back of his hands, grinding grit into his cheeks. Beside
him, Zoe sputtered. He blinked away tears and cleared his vision in time to see Zoe spit a
gob of sand. She was on her hands and knees, her wet skin coated with fine grains of
quartz crystals.
A cloudless blue sky arched above them, and a sandy hill showed the sign of their rolling descent. Finn sat up, but his vision blurred. Vertigo made him feel like he was still falling. Zoe’s feet crunched in the sand as she stood and brushed the grains from her skin and
clothing. When he looked again, she was leaning over him with a wide smile. He laughed
and shoved himself upright.
Looking around, Finn realized they were lucky to have landed on the sandy hill. They
now stood at the bottom of a rugged, rocky ravine. A few meters away, a group of camels
drank from a shallow pool. They huffed and eyed Finn with suspicion. He turned about,
shielding his eyes from the hot sun and searching for any sign of life. The rock and sand
burnt the soles of his bare feet, and he wished he’d not taken off his sneakers. He scrambled back up the hill for a wider view of the area, but he didn’t see any people—certainly
not his father, nor even the old woman or her soldier boy. Nothing surrounded them for
as far as he could see but rock and sand. On one horizon, a mountain range rose from the
desert plain, its reaches green with trees.
“There’s no one,” he said.
“Let’s get moving,” Zoe answered. “We have to hurry if we want to find your dad before our time is up.”
“How? There’s no one visible for miles.”
“Watch and learn.”
Finn crossed his arms. He didn’t like it when she condescended, but he couldn’t help
admiring her. She scampered down the last of the hill and circled the watering hole. One
of the camels growled and huffed, then turned back to drinking. Zoe walked slowly, hands
clasped behind her back, and looked everywhere except at the camels.
59 / Blue

Sky Beach

Into the wild
She eased along the edge of the pool, circumnavigated a boulder taller than her, and
crouched on the side closest to the camels.
No way, Finn thought. She can’t be thinking of—
Zoe crept forward on fingertips and toes, similar to a sun-bronzed spider. Her arms
seemed to elongate and her legs bent at strange angles, and Finn hoped it was just the heat
rising over the pool playing tricks on his eyes. She edged closer to the herd.
She winked at Finn.
Zoe leapt from her crouch and landed on the shoulders of a camel, wrapping her
arms around its neck and tucking her feet tight against its ribs. The creature hopped and
bucked. It shook and spun. Its brays and squeals rose into screams.
The rest of the herd spooked and ran for the grassy plain. Finn shouted and sprinted
toward Zoe and her bucking bronco.
The camel’s head swept back, snapping its teeth at her. It stumbled and went down
on its front knees, splashing in the shallow, muddy water. It sat like that for a few seconds, long enough for Finn to close the distance.
Zoe reached out for him, grabbed his hand, and helped him swing up onto the camel’s back.
With a resigned huff, the beast got up on all fours and trotted in a circle. Zoe stroked
its neck and cajoled it with promises.
“Be a good boy, now,” she said. “Take us to the jungle.”
The camel shook its head and brayed.
“I don’t think he wants to—” Finn said, but the camel bolted forward, galloping with
all its might toward the distant mountain range and the jungle that rose at its foothills.
***
“How long have we been here?” Finn asked. He looked up at the white-hot sun. “It
feels like it’s been hours, and it’s been noon all that time.”
The camel had slowed to a fast walk after a few minutes of its run. Foamy saliva
dripped from its snout. Sun-baked dunes rose on both sides of them, but the jungle
seemed to be much nearer than it should have been after only a few minutes of travel.
Finn wasn’t complaining.
“Help me,” Zoe said. She shrugged out of her tee-shirt, but had to hold onto the
camel’s neck with one hand.
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Finn pulled at her shirt to get it off her other arm. When she was loose, she asked him
to wrap it around her head to keep the sun off.
“You might want to do the same,” she said.
Finn got the shirt tied around the top of Zoe’s head, making a hole at the back to run
her ponytail through. Her bikini straps gave him a clear view of her owl tattoo. Its wings
stretched and flapped as Zoe shifted on the camel’s back. When her shoulder blades
flexed, the tattoo feathers seemed to grab air, like the bird was taking off.
“You’re right, this sun is making me see things,” he said. Finn yanked his shirt off and
tied it around his head. The material was soaking wet, but not from the sprinklers they’d
run through; he was dripping sweat. “How long did you say we’ve been here?”
“I didn’t. Time is weird in these worlds. Don’t try to figure it out.”
Finn wrapped his arms around Zoe. Her skin was on fire. He looked up and saw the
tropical trees swaying, even closer than before.
“I’m not seeing anyone,” he said. “And we have to be running out of time.”
Zoe didn’t respond. She was holding back. Could she be misleading him about these
trips? Or was this just a chance to grow stronger—for both of them, so that he could become more in tune with her as they traversed other worlds?
The camel stumbled. Right in front of them were the first scrawny trees of the jungle.
Taller trunks and thick, green leaves swayed just beyond them. The camel carried them under the first trees and paused in the shade. It brayed, and Finn thought the cry sounded
sad.
“We need water,” Zoe said through cracked lips. “There has to be a source near here
for all these plants.”
She whipped one leg across the camel’s neck in front of her and slid off of it to the
ground. Finn slid off the other side. The camel huffed and trotted into the trees.
“Hey! Where’s he going?” Finn asked.
“Follow him. He’s looking for water.”
They set off after the camel and soon came to a pool fed by a trickle from a rocky outcropping. Finn looked up, following the line of the rock as it rose toward the more distant
peaks. The camel walked into the pool, drinking and shaking. Zoe cupped her hands where
the spring ran off the rock and drank from her palms. Finn wondered if the water was safe
to drink, but his thirst was mightier than his fear. He dropped to his knees by the pool and
stuck his face in the water. He splashed it over his head and shoulders, then laughed when
his shirt fell off his head into the pool. He’d never felt so thirsty. He fairly shoveled the
water into his mouth, most of it running down his body and soaking his shorts. Finn
grabbed his shirt out of the pool and squeezed it out over his head, then pressed it to his
face and neck.
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He looked over in time to see Zoe lie down in the pool. She came up with her hair
drenched, spitting a stream of water like a geyser.
Just past her, a small family of gazelles broke through the underbrush and froze when
they spotted the human intruders. Zoe eased toward Finn to give the newcomers some
space, and they sat in the pool watching the long-legged creatures drink.
“They don’t seem to mind that we’re sharing their watering hole,” Zoe whispered.
Finn wiped his face with his shirt. “Where are the people, Zoe? We haven’t seen anything but wild animals.”
Zoe watched the gazelles but moved closer to Finn so she could speak quietly. Her
arm draped along his leg under the water. “Each world is different, and we don’t exactly
get to choose where we are placed.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t see anyone on the last trip, either,” Finn said. “I’m starting to
think—”
When he didn’t finish his thought, Zoe looked at him. Was that concern in her eyes,
Finn wondered—or suspicion?
“To think what?” she asked.
“That I will never find him.”
Zoe frowned and started to answer him, but something moved on the other side of
the pool. A black streak shot from the underbrush and smacked into one of the gazelles.
Water splashed and animals panicked. Bleats and brays called through the jungle as the
herd ran one way and the camel ran the other.
Everything was silent and still for a second. Then the black shape resolved itself
against the shore of the pool. Four sleek legs, a large head with flattened ears, and golden
eyes that took their measure from a distance. With a coat of black, orange, and brown, it
resembled a tiger or panther, but it was the size of a bull and had the elongated front canines of a saber-toothed cat.
“Where is the gazelle?” Finn asked, looking for blood in the water.
“I think it got away,” Zoe whispered.
“We should be so lucky,” Finn said.
The panther paced on the opposite shoreline, back and forth, never taking its eyes off
of Finn and Zoe. Then it stopped. Its eyes caught the light through the canopy of trees,
reflecting orange as if from an inner fire. Finn and Zoe sat absolutely still, and it stood as
quietly, none of them daring to draw a deep breath.
The cat rumbled, and Finn realized it was growling. He wondered if it could hear his
heartbeat like drums in his ears. Finn’s foot slid on the bottom of the pool, and he felt a
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branch crack under his weight. It made
no noise that he could detect, but it was
enough to alert the cat. Challenge accepted, it
seemed to say.
The beast roared and raced around the
shore of the pool toward Finn and Zoe. Zoe
grabbed Finn’s hand and yanked him out of
the water.

“Run!” she screamed.
They darted into the jungle. Finn knew it
was impossible to outrun a jungle cat in its
hunting ground, but he couldn’t think beyond that right now. Tree limbs snatched at
him as he trailed behind Zoe. A wide green
leaf snaked across his cheek like a knife
blade, stinging and drawing blood. The cackle of the panther’s calls followed close behind, as if it was toying with them.
Finn looked for a weapon or a cave
where they might be able to keep the cat at
bay. He saw Zoe stoop as she ran. She
stopped and grabbed a large rock the size of
a football. He spun around, astounded that
she could handle it so easily, then heard the
panther crashing through the undergrowth
toward them.
Zoe cradled the rock at her side and
sprinted in another direction, tucking the
rock in as if she was carrying it toward the
end zone. Finn ran after her, praying that
their time in this world would expire before
they did.
A noise to his left—Finn caught a brief
glimpse of the black form sliding through
the leaves. The panther was running parallel
to them, not attacking them, but getting
slightly closer with every step.
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Finn started to yell a warning, but the beast leapt through the last few meters and
launched itself at him. Finn raised his hands to ward it off just as Zoe’s stone smashed
into its face. The panther’s claws jerked and swatted at air, and the creature tumbled sideways, knocked senseless.
Finn tripped over a root and fell at Zoe’s feet. She studied the panther, and he turned
in time to see it rolling into a bush. Its roars had turned to painful cries, but it wasn’t finished.
Zoe grabbed Finn’s hand and pulled him up. They sprinted through the trees toward
a growing rumbling sound. The earth vibrated under their feet. Finn couldn’t hear the
panther now, but he felt sure it would soon be on their heels again.
They broke through a line of trees, out of the shade and back into the sun. Zoe skidded to a halt, and Finn ran into her, nearly bowling both of them off their feet. Open air
was only steps away—they’d run to a cliff’s edge, and Finn had almost tumbled them over
it.
Above them on the escarpment, a river ran off the ridge and plummeted hundreds of
feet, the bottom of the waterfall hidden by rising mist.

Behind them came the roar of the angry panther.
Zoe grasped Finn’s hand again. “Do you trust me?”
“What?”
“Scream,” she said, launching herself over the edge of the cliff and pulling Finn along
behind her.
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Chapter Eight

Power in the Blood
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Finn screamed, and Zoe screamed back at him, but she didn’t let go of his hand.
The falling water surrounded them, soaking and tumbling with them, driving them toward
the unknown with its elemental roar.
Still descending, an electric tremble ran through Finn’s body, like a bad memory that
compelled his muscles to shudder—or the involuntary shiver of which he’d once heard
his mother say, Someone just stepped on my grave.
“Time’s up!” Zoe yelled.
Finn felt his fingers passing through Zoe’s and realized she hadn’t let go—she just
wasn’t composed of solid matter anymore. Cold river water washed through his body, a
chilling sensation that penetrated his bones even as they turned ghostly. His balance shifted, up became down, and his back struck solid ground.
He coughed, expelling a mouthful of cold water. Finn rolled over, face toward the
earth, and he recognized the ceramic tile floor of the assisted living center’s apartment.
His eyes darted around the room. Zoe lay shivering on her side, spitting up water. All
around them, the floor was flooded with the river’s gift dripping from their clothes. The
old woman’s bed with its hospital style rails rose beside them, and an electronic alarm
bleeped gently but insistently.
Finn used the bed rail to pull himself to his feet and looked down at the cold, pale
face of the old woman whose lifeblood had taken him and Zoe to another world. Her
mouth was open, her eyes at last shut tight.
The apartment’s doorbell rang.
“We need to get out of here,” Zoe coughed.
They turned off the lights and retrieved their shoes. Finn hurried to the back door,
sneakers squeaking on the tile. He slipped and hit his knee on the floor before he could
break his fall.
A woman’s voice called from outside the front entrance. A key turned in the doorknob.
Zoe opened the back door and sprinted out across the porch, banging through the
screen door. It bounced back to meet Finn as he passed, and he ran to catch up to her.
Behind them, a woman’s voice shouted a name—the night nurse entering the apartment, no doubt seeing water on the floor and wondering what had happened.
Next door, someone still called for her kitty. Finn didn’t look for the owl, but he suspected it had fed. They barely spoke to each other as they drove back to Blue Sky Beach.
Zoe turned the music up loud and danced in her seat. Her hands fluttered in the air, taking turns at the steering wheel, and she never stopped grinning. Finn recognized the high
she was on; he felt it too, though his heart remained subdued.
67 / Blue

Sky Beach

DeChellis/Simmons
Finn held the roll bar with his right hand and rested his head against his bicep, staring
at the dunes and glimpses of the Gulf as they motored through the small towns and resorts to their street. The breeze off the water was warm and soothing. He felt elated, like
he was caught up in a runner’s high. But he also felt detached, studying his emotions the
same way the grief counselor had examined him.
Zoe turned down the music and took a left into their neighborhood. She pulled up in
front of Finn’s house and smiled at him, then leaned in to give him a kiss. He kissed her
back, but he still didn’t feel the moment—something was off. He couldn’t put his finger
on it. But something wasn’t right, almost as if he hadn’t fully returned to this world.
Zoe didn’t seem to notice. She cupped his face in her right hand and kissed his cheek
and nose and eye. “See you in the morning?”
“Sure,” he said, stepping out of the Jeep and flashing her a smile he didn’t mean.
“Good night, I guess.”
Her eyes narrowed. She smiled again and waggled her fingers at him as she turned and
parked the Jeep in the driveway next door.
Finn mounted the steps to his front door and stood with his key in the lock. He saw
Zoe’s shadow dart between the two houses, then heard the sound of her climbing the oak
tree. Limbs and leaves rustled in the dark and then went silent.
What a strange girl, he thought.
Inside the house, Finn found a note on the kitchen table: “It was a long day. Hope
you had fun. There are tacos in the fridge. I’ll see you in the morning. Love, Mom.”
Finn didn’t feel like eating. He opened the refrigerator and looked at the colorful bag
of fast food his mother left for him, but he couldn’t bring himself to eat just yet. In fact,
he was feeling very groggy, like all his energy was drained. The high was passing, he realized. He needed to get to bed.
He slunk up the stairs and down the hall to his room, burying himself in his sheets,
and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
***
Morning arrived with pain. Even before Finn opened his eyes, he felt the fatigue in
his body, the aches in all of his muscles. He had a new knot on his knee, scratches on his
legs—from running through the jungle brush?—and a headache that pounded behind his
eyes. He felt heavy and sluggish when he rolled to the edge of the mattress and lowered
his bare feet to the cold, wooden floor.
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Finn leaned over. Elbows on his knees, he clutched his head in his hands and kneaded
his forehead. With his eyes closed, he focused on his breathing. That’s when he realized a
scent of hazelnut was wafting into his room.
Mom must have made coffee, he thought.
Before he went downstairs, Finn pulled on a pair of jeans to cover the marks on his
legs and a fresh shirt that didn’t smell of jungle or desert sweat. He noticed an additional
black dot on his arm near the first one, and he wondered what sort of constellation it
might resolve into, given enough times through the blood portals. He picked out a longsleeved tee that would hide the marks. A spritz of cologne and swipes with deodorant, and
he was ready.
He wasn’t surprised to hear his mother talking to someone as he descended the stairs.
No doubt, Zoe was here again. And for some reason, he felt even more nervous about Zoe
and her secrets than he had the day before.
“You must have wowed them,” Zoe said just as Finn rounded the turn and zeroed in
on the coffee pot.
Both women said good morning to him, but he just waved. He didn’t even look over
at the kitchen table, where they sat facing each other. Zoe and his mom laughed at him.
“Looks like surfing takes a lot out of you,” Charlotte said.
“Once we started, he just didn’t know when to quit,” Zoe said.
“Are we still talking about surfing?” Charlotte asked with a laugh.
Zoe laughed, too, and Finn couldn’t help but offer a lopsided grin when he joined
them. Zoe wasn’t dressed for the beach today; she had on denim shorts and a black T-shirt
with the poster for an old movie on the front—Alfred Hitchcock’s “The Birds.” Her hair
was tied back, and dirty white sneakers sat on the floor beside her bare feet.
The smell of hazelnut was strong at the table, and they all drank from the same oversized ceramic mugs. But this morning, there was no breakfast to go along with it.
“I’m starving,” Finn said. “No bacon today?”
“You have to learn to shop for groceries, young man,” his mother scolded. “Sorry.
Those tacos are still in the fridge, if you want them.”
“I’ll run him to the donut shop,” Zoe said.
Before Charlotte could respond, Finn asked, “Aren’t we going exploring today, Mom?
Zoe showed me a couple of places you’re going to love.”
Zoe cut her eyes at him, but Finn pretended not to notice.
“Can’t today,” his mother answered. “Maybe this weekend. I was just telling Zoe my
good news.”
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Finn waited.
“I got a job yesterday!” she said, smiling and bouncing in her chair like an excited
child.
“Really?” Finn’s gut sank into the floor. He put down his mug. “So soon?”
“You should be proud of her,” Zoe said.
Finn felt himself blushing. “I am, it’s just—kind of sudden.”
Charlotte draped her hand on Finn’s shoulder. Her fingers touched the fringe of his
hair by his ear. She’d done that since he was a little boy, he thought, and he hoped she’d
never stop.
“It’s a bookkeeping position with a small clinic and hospital on the other side of
town,” she said. “They do specialty services there. Blood transfusions, chemo treatments,
that sort of thing.”
“I know the place,” Zoe said.
Finn gazed into Zoe’s eyes. Of course, she’d know a place like that nearby. She’d
probably been a patient there in the past, he thought.
“You don’t seem happy about it,” Charlotte said.
Finn perked up. “No, I am. I’m sorry. I just thought—”
“It’s better this way,” his mother said. “I was going crazy, sitting in that old house,
and waiting for the day to come that we’d move here. I think I’d have felt just as lost if all
we did was wander around and admire the perfect lives everyone else around here seems
to be living.”
Zoe sat up straight.
“No offense, Zoe,” Charlotte said.
“None taken,” Zoe answered. “It’s kind of refreshing to hear.”
Finn’s mom sipped from her mug, eyes moving from Zoe to Finn. “And another
thing. It seemed almost like fate that I got this job as soon as we moved into your dad’s
old home.”
“How’s that?” Finn asked.
“When John was in the accident, he lost a lot of blood and needed donor blood. The
problem was, he had a rare type—AB negative. I have the same type, so they were able to
use my blood.”
“I remember,” Finn said.
“I wasn’t able to save him, but maybe I can designate my time and effort to help increase others’ chances for survival,” she continued.
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Finn felt uncomfortable in the silence.
Zoe leaned in and put her hand on Charlotte’s. Very softly, she said, “By ensuring
they get billed properly.”
Charlotte’s mouth dropped open. Finn’s eyes went wide. Then all three of them burst
out laughing.
“And that’s my cue,” his mom said. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go up and get
dressed. Those books aren’t going to keep themselves.”
Finn watched her walk away, then glanced at Zoe. He had an idea tickling at the back
of his brain, like a word sitting on the tip of his tongue. It had to do with blood. Blood
shared with strangers at the moment of death. The types of worlds they visited being different from person to person.
Maybe the answer to finding his Father’s afterlife was in the blood type?
Before he could ask her, Zoe took his right hand and flipped it palm up, tracing her
finger along its thin lines.
“You looked at my hand yesterday,” he said. “Has my fortune changed?”

She shrugged. “It happens. You can change your lines.” Zoe opened her hands and
held them flat on the table, pinky fingers touching. “My lifeline was shallow and short,
which means exactly what you think it means. Now it’s long and doubled.”
Finn leaned close to examine her hands. They were slim and delicate, but he knew
how deceptive that could be. He had seen her uncommon strength. The main lines in her
hands were, indeed, twisted like braids—or perhaps feathered? Just as she closed them, he
noticed how the head, heart, and life lines swooped up in opposite directions like the
wings of her owl tattoo.
Zoe got up and poured herself another cup of coffee, stirring in sugar and cream. She
brought the pot over to the table and topped-off Finn’s mug, and then she leaned over
and kissed him.
Finn tried to remember to breathe.
“So, how do you feel today?” Zoe asked as she returned the carafe to its burner and
switched off the power.
“Not great. Really sore. I had a headache this morning.”
Zoe rubbed his neck. “You’re dehydrated. Get some juice or water when we go for
breakfast.”
Finn nodded and drank his coffee. “Listen, I’m not sure where this idea came from,
and maybe it’s dumb. Maybe you’ve already considered this.”
“What? Spit it out, already.”
71 / Blue

Sky Beach

Power in the blood
“When Mom was talking, I had a sudden—epiphany, I guess?—that maybe the solution to finding my father lies in the blood type.”
Zoe sat down. Her brows knitted and she sipped from her mug.
She seemed to be mulling his suggestion as if it had never occurred to her. But there
was more behind her eyes, Finn thought. Was it fear? Or had he caught on faster than she
expected?
“The gifts you return with are different each time you travel,” she said. “You’re growing more intuitive. Yeah, you may be on to something.”
“What should I do about it?”
“We,” she said, strongly accenting the word. “We need to find someone who has your
dad’s blood type and is close to death. We need to be more selective, instead of just going
with the first person the owl leads us to.”
She sounded very matter-of-fact, like the answer to his question should have been obvious to Finn. He bristled.
“As easy as that?” he asked.

Zoe nodded. Her lips parted and she smiled. “I have an idea.”
Just then, Finn’s mother came back down the stairs. She was dressed in a pastel blue
blouse and dark pants, with her makeup refreshed and hair blown back, a smart curl over
her shoulders. A plastic ID card dangled from her pocket.
Charlotte poured the last of the coffee into a travel mug and turned to go, but Zoe
hopped up and embraced her.
“Good luck today!” Zoe said.
“Oh, uh, thanks,” Charlotte said, trying to return the hug without tipping over her coffee.
Finn watched wide-eyed, then grinned at his mother as she waved and stepped out the
door.
“What was that about?” Finn asked Zoe.
Zoe looked out the kitchen window and waved at Charlotte as she backed her car out
of the driveway. Finn waved, too. Then, when the car was gone, Zoe held up her left hand.
Charlotte’s badge was gripped between her fingers.

“How will she get into her office?” Finn asked. “She might need that even to access
the staff parking.”
Zoe shrugged. “She’ll think she dropped it when we hugged. They’ll give her another
one, or they’ll give her a temp to use today. It’s her first day. I’m sure they’ll understand.”
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Finn’s chest tightened. He didn’t like using his mother this way. It seemed so simple to
Zoe, which was another thing about her that made him uncomfortable. How easy would
Zoe find it to lie to him, or use him for her own ends?
But Zoe was right about one thing, he thought: His mom would be fine. Finn vowed
he would see to it. When Finn found his father, then he could reassure his mother—and
one day, they could all be together once more.
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Chapter Nine

Thrown to the Wolves
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A flock of black crows chased each other in the clinic parking lot, squawking
amongst themselves as they squabbled over the odd French fry dropped from someone’s
fast food order. They scattered when Zoe’s Jeep pulled through the lot, lighting on decorative magnolia trees and cawing at the intruders. High above them, Zoe’s owl circled like a
buzzard in an old Western movie, detecting the stench of death.
Finn tried to recall a word on the tip of his tongue. A word for a flock of crows, a
gathering, a black mass, something. It felt sinister as it tickled at the back of his mind.
Zoe found a space to park in the back of the clinic, and the owl dropped from the sky.
It perched upon a rooftop air conditioning stack. Its head turned, and it screeched once,
frightening the crows into another burst of flight.
“How will we know which one?” Finn asked, pointing at the owl.
Zoe put her head down and started for a side entrance. “We’ll figure that out.”
The clinic was two stories tall, with blinds over the windows on the second floor and
offices visible through narrow windows on this side. At the door, Zoe slid Charlotte’s ID
badge through a card reader; the door hummed, an indicator light switched from red to
green, and she pulled the door open. Cool air conditioning drifted past their faces, and
Finn thought how it was always too cold in hospitals and clinics.
They found themselves in a short hallway that cut across the building, but swinging
doors in both directions closed off one wing from another. Before Finn could choose a
direction, Zoe turned right and eased through a set of doors. A sign on the wall just past
the doors pointed toward Medical Records, Accounting, Receiving and Maintenance.
“Not that way,” Finn said. “My mom will be working down this hall.”
If she was able to get inside to work, he added to himself with more than a tinge of guilt,
seeing as how we stole her ID.

“Patient rooms will be on the second floor anyway,” Zoe said. She turned, brushed
past him and back through the doors.
A woman in a lab coat passed them in the hall. She paused and looked at them,
opened her mouth, but Zoe spoke up before the woman could question them.
“We took a wrong turn, I think,” Zoe said. “Where are the stairs again?”
The woman smiled, and Finn read the relief that spread over her face. She pointed in
the direction they were headed. “Third door on your right.”
Finn thanked her and hurried to follow Zoe. They spotted a sign for the stairs and
ducked into the dim stairwell. Sounds echoed as they ascended the steps, and a gust
through the vents made an eerie siren call.
Zoe peeked around the door at the second-floor landing. “Wait here,” she said.
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She jogged another flight to the roof exit. Finn heard a door open up there, and a
shadow moved in the stairwell. Suddenly, the great gray owl swooped into view, spiraling
down the stairs toward Finn. Its beak gaped wide open, its tongue darted, lights played
across its button eyes, and Finn tripped over his own feet.
His body knocked the door open behind him, and as he fell through it onto his back,
the bird tucked its wings in and swept through the open door. The wind of its passing
brushed Finn’s face like a ghost.
“He’s found one,” Zoe hissed as she stepped over Finn.

“But I thought we were going to look for a specific blood-type?” Finn asked as he
scrambled to his feet and chased the bird. His sneakers squeaked on the white tile floor
while the creature’s weightless shadow glided silently just under the fluorescent lights. The
tips of its wings seemed to brush both walls as it soared, then it turned and disappeared
through an open doorway.
Zoe was close behind Finn, and she ran into him when he planted his feet to halt before the door. They jumbled together in the threshold, but Finn was focused on the bird.
Its claws gripped the safety rail of a hospital bed, and its head slowly turned from front to
rear and back again as if checking for other predators that might claim its prey.
Sunlight through the open blinds and curtains cast the owl’s shadow across a young
woman lying in the bed, her skin yellowed and sunken over her bones. She couldn’t have
been much older than Zoe, Finn thought, but her disease rendered her body ancient before
its time. An oxygen mask on her face hissed, and machines mounted on rolling steel poles
bleeped.
Zoe pushed past him to examine the numbers and graphs on the machine displays. She
nodded as if coming to a decision.
“She’s almost gone. We can do this one now,” she said.
“I don’t know—” Finn began, but the glare in Zoe’s eyes caught his breath. He knew
he’d come too far to back out. This whole experience seemed off to him, in a way that made
it feel as wrong as the first night he’d followed Zoe into the drug house. But he figured his
misgiving originated from the act of trespassing on his mother’s workplace. He would have
felt better if they were anywhere else but here.
“You’re on lookout duty,” Zoe said as she drew out her little bundle of syringes, her
instruments of travel.
Finn crossed to the door and shut it. He switched off the lights.
The machines went silent. He looked back to see Zoe drop the plug on the floor and
bend to draw blood from the dying girl’s arm. His stomach flip-flopped.
Zoe looked up at him. “Could you open the curtains? I need more light.”
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Finn nodded and hurried to the windows. The owl’s head spun to watch him. He felt
jittery, unhinged, like he was going to start trembling if he didn’t do something. He
reached up to pull the curtain open and felt a sting in his neck. A burning sensation. He
reached back, thinking a spider or a wasp must have landed on him—but Zoe’s hand on
his throat forced him to the floor.
Finn realized she’d injected him with the dying girl’s blood.
He struggled against her, but Zoe’s strength was unimaginable. She shouldn’t have
that much muscle in her slim frame. But Finn was stronger, too, and he managed to rise
up to his knees. He grunted and tried to turn on her, to fight her. Why would she send
him off without warning? Wasn’t she coming with him again?
Zoe’s elbow looped around his neck. “It has to be like this,” she hissed into his ear.
“You’ll understand one day. I don’t ever want to end up in a place like this again. Not like
this poor girl. I need to get stronger.”
Finn felt himself dissolving, the molecules of his physical form dispersing from one
reality into another. Zoe spun him over and grabbed his face. She leaned in and kissed him
as he slipped from her hands.

As if she was saying goodbye.
But as she faded from his vision, Finn saw what was foremost in Zoe’s mind. It was
like, for a moment, their atoms shared space and he could know her thoughts.
She was thinking about Finn’s mother. Zoe was picturing Charlotte dead.
And Finn knew Zoe wasn’t just kissing him goodbye—she was apologizing in advance
for something horrible she planned to do.
***
Finn passed through darkness into light, moving from an experience of no sensation
or motion to one of cold and gravity. A dim light hit his vision about the same time he felt
the freezing, wet impact of his whole body striking the earth. He gasped for air, flailed his
arms and legs, and heaved himself upright.
The portal had deposited him in a snow bank. A gray sky arced overhead, and a dim
sun hovered above the distant horizon. His exposed skin prickled and stung as the wind
chill sank the cold right through his flesh and into his bones. He hugged himself and
turned to survey his surroundings.
A sea of dead wood blanketed in white snow and ice crystals stretched as far as he
could see. A light mist hovered at the ground, stirred by the random turns of the breeze.
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Finn’s sneakers soaked through, and he could already feel his toes and fingertips
freezing. He squatted down and wrapped his arms around his legs, rubbed his palms
across his arms to generate heat. But it really didn’t work.
And all the time he feared for his mother. What was Zoe up to? Why had she betrayed him? Why did Zoe see Charlotte’s death in her mind’s eye? Was it a premonition—or a plan? Finn knew he had to get to his mother as soon as he could, but there
was no way of knowing how long this trip would last, or how much time would pass in
the living world before he returned.

“You’re going to freeze if you don’t move,” he told himself, his voice sounding muffled in the frigid air.
The very atmosphere was alive, it seemed. It moaned like a dying animal, wind
through the broken tree limbs, Finn told himself. He hoped he was the only ghost haunting this dead forest.
Finn stood and struck off toward the sun, not knowing if he walked in the direction
of sunrise or sunset. His feet sank in the snow with each step, and his sneakers slipped
off his ankles before cupping snow and squeezing it back out with each footfall.

At last, the wind died down and the baleful noise with it. Utter silence held sway, except for the slosh of his feet sinking in the snow, and the cracking of unseen twigs and
dead branches underneath. The earth below him sloped off, and Finn walked down
among the ancient bones of a frozen woodland. Gnarled trunks rose to both sides,
snapped off and twisted as though a tornado had passed here long ago.
His feet burned in the cold, and his face stung like it was scalded. He bent his chin to
his chest and watched his feet to keep from tripping. He didn’t want to spill over into the
snow again. He knew he wouldn’t last much longer here in his jeans and baseball tee. If
the portal didn’t reclaim him soon, then the only moans in the air would be his own as he
lay down to die.
Finn stopped to catch his breath, and in that silent moment came a noise of something moving off to his side. A memory of the panther tracking him and Zoe through the
jungle trembled in his belly. He looked left but saw nothing other than more dead trees
and a low mist scattering across glittering, icy ground cover.
Something shuffled behind him and he spun about. He squatted in the snow. He was
certain he’d caught a glimpse of movement.
Heart in his throat, Finn reached out to grasp a branch that poked up from the snow.
He snatched at it, broke it off its buried trunk, and gripped it like a baseball bat. Then he
noticed the way the wood had peeled when it snapped; it had a point that might be good
for stabbing. At least, if something dangerous was out there, he wouldn’t face it without a
weapon.
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A shadow flickered to his right and he turned again. This time he was certain of it.
Some kind of animal was out there among the stumps and deadfall. As Finn shifted his
weight, his knee tipped down, settling through the snow and into the sharp point of a hidden branch that punctured his leg like a frozen knife. He stood on reflex, and blood
drained slow and scarlet down his shin.
A loud, screeching howl echoed through the trees and seemed to reverberate off the
gray cloud cover.
A wolf!

Finn’s heart tripped over itself and ran wild. He felt warmth rush through his body,
overcoming the cold.
Another howl answered the first, issued from the opposite direction. Finn rotated in
slow circles, his eyes and ears searching for the pack. How many would it be? A mating
pair? A starving pack? He’d read once that wolves will eat their own offspring to keep the
group alive through a bad winter—and from the look of things, this was a bad one.
A dark form darted between tree trunks and snow drifts on his left. Finn couldn’t see
the details of it against the snow, but it was big and fast. He knew he couldn’t outrun the
beast, but maybe he was strong enough now, thanks to his trips to other worlds, that he
might outfight it.
The darkness launched itself over a snow-buried log, and Finn braced himself. He
held the pointed branch like a lance, and the wolf rushed right into it. The impact knocked
Finn back into the snow, but he heard the animal’s painful yelp. He rolled over and clambered across the hidden branches and logs to the blood-stained ice where the wolf lay
panting and whining.
It was unnaturally long, its head as big as a horse’s head, with powerful muscles in legs
that seemed deceptively slim. Curled nails issued from paws as big as Finn’s feet. It kicked
and panted, and its dark eyes rolled back. Its unseen fellows loosed a terrible howl that
made Finn’s skin crawl. It warbled and echoed among the dead trees as the wolf gasped
and suffered.
Finn grasped the spear, put a sneaker against the wolf’s chest, and yanked it loose. The
beast huffed, steam and gore poured from its wound, and it died.
More howls erupted, as though the other beasts could sense the death of their own.
Finn turned away from the steaming corpse, running as fast as he could in the direction of
the cold sun. He prayed the fresh kill would satisfy the pack.
His shoes came off, and still he ran—even as his feet were stung and stabbed by the
branches beneath the snow. Finn glanced back to see a trail of blood stains on the white
ground cover, and two black shapes loping through the drifts, drawing closer and closer.
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Finn tasted snow and realized a flurry had started to fall. The mist he’d seen before
now rose around him like a white wall, and he stumbled. He tripped and fell headlong into
an ice-coated stump, sending his bloody spear flying from his hand. Dazed, he grabbed onto the stump and pulled himself upright again.
Effectively blinded by the snow and fog, he listened to the wolves growling, signaling
to each other as they circled him. Finn couldn’t see past his own outstretched fingertips.
The whiteout confused his senses, or maybe it was the blow to his head that did it, but he
felt dizzy.

Something flashed by on one side, a gray shape in the white. Finn spun to follow its
movement, but the second wolf came flying out of the mist and crashed onto his back. Finn
went face-down again, screaming in pain as the beast’s claws scraped into his back and its
teeth sank in his right shoulder. Just as suddenly, the wolf was gone—a hit-and-run. It circled him again as he pushed himself over. He couldn’t feel his feet or his fingers. His eyes
blinked away tears that froze to his face as the snow pelted him.
Was this the end? And if he died here, then what afterlife awaited him? Would he drift
back to this place, this frozen hell, for eternity—being hunted and killed over and over
again throughout all time?
The wolves growled somewhere in the white-out, and Finn knew he had no choice but
to let go.
He closed his eyes.
And he saw a vision.
Zoe had his mother by the throat, holding her off the ground. Charlotte’s feet dangled
and kicked. Her face was red and puffy. Her eyed bugged out.
“Mom?”, Finn gasped.
A wolf landed on his chest and snapped at his face, but Finn threw it aside. He couldn’t
lie here and die if his mother was in danger. He had to keep fighting.
Finn rolled up, got to his feet, and staggered to maintain his balance. Frozen, exhausted
and bleeding, he found himself facing two wolves. They skulked toward him out of the
mist, preparing to leap for the kill.
Something rolled under Finn’s bare foot and he saw the crimson tip of his lost spear
poke up from the snow. He reached for it, and the wolves leapt.
Finn jammed the point of the spear into the open jaws of one wolf. The other slammed
into its mate, and all three of them fell in a pile. The wounded wolf struggled with the spear
still caught in its throat, but the other found its footing and clamped its teeth on Finn’s
right calf. Finn beat his fists against its snout, but the beast shook its head, rending flesh.
Finn’s blood burst from its jaws.
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Finn screamed. His voice reverberated through the dead forest and returned to him
sounding like a banshee’s wail. This was it. He’d never escape now, never save his mother
from whatever Zoe was planning. And he’d never know why.
Finn stared into the eyes of the wolf, where the dim sunlight seemed to glimmer and
glow.
And he realized it was not the sun he saw, but a portal opening. He felt himself coming
apart again, sensed the wolf’s anger and frustration.
And he passed once more into the darkness and peace between lives.
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Finn first felt the warmth on his face. His muscles twitched and shivered, and
when he opened his eyes, he was gazing up into the sun shining through the hospital window. He realized he was lying on the tile floor of the room where Zoe had dosed him. He
glanced around, relieved the door was still shut. The window stood open.
Except for the dead woman on the bed, Finn was alone in the silent room. Zoe had
fled, no doubt first letting the owl exit through the window.
He rubbed his hands together. His fingers stung as the feeling came back into them.
He sat up and looked himself over, noting a red scar on his knee where he’d stabbed himself when he tipped into the snow, and a circle of healing punctures on his right calf
where the wolf had savaged him. He had a new black mark on the inside curve of his elbow, even though Zoe had dosed him in the neck.
He was barefoot—he’d lost his sneakers back there in the frozen tundra—but his
various wounds were already in the process of mending. His ribs and shoulder ached
where the wolves had torn at him, and he had blood on his ragged tee-shirt, but none of
his wounds still bled.
Mom!
The memory of his visions struck him like a solid object, and he spun about on the
floor. He had to get to his mother at once. He had to make sure Zoe didn’t come near
her.
Zoe had told him that he would become more intuitive with each trip to an afterlife
world. Maybe this was what she meant, that he would begin to see beneath the surface of
things and recognize the true intent behind people’s words and actions.
Maybe he wasn’t too late. Maybe he could still save his mom.
He got to his feet but staggered. His feet were numb; his toes still hadn’t recovered
from the frost. He leaned on the gleaming steel bars along one side of the hospital bed
and studied the face of the dead woman. So young, he thought. So haggard. She didn’t
have the appearance of sleep. Rather, she looked like a statue covered in loose skin, a special effects dummy—something that had never lived or breathed or feared the approach
of death.
“Where did you go?” he asked her. He hoped she wasn’t lost in a frozen hell, being
torn apart by wolves.
He had to move. But he also knew he would have to hide the state he was in. It
wouldn’t do for someone to see his clothes covered in blood as he tried to leave the clinic. They’d never accept any story he made up to explain his condition.
Finn opened the sliding drawers of the bedside table but found only magazines and
hygiene items. He crossed to the closet door and discovered a gray jogging suit neatly
folded on a shelf.
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He slipped the pants over his shorts and pulled the zippered top over his shirt. The
sleeves were too short, so he shoved them up to his elbows. The pant legs were too short,
but they’d have to do. The shoes on the floor of the closet were way too tiny for his feet,
so he’d have to go barefoot. Cracking the door, he checked the hallway and waited for a
couple of people to disappear around a far corner before he walked briskly to the stairs.
He took the steps two at a time, using the handrail to control his headlong turns to the
ground floor, then he hurried back toward the Medical Records office.
A woman in blue surgical scrubs sat behind a counter there, and Finn leaned on it to
keep her from seeing his shoeless feet.
“Hi, ah—I’m looking for Charlotte Nesasio?” he asked.
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “And you are?”
“I’m her son, Finn,” he answered, trying to appear unhurried or nervous. “It’s her
first day.”
Her mouth fell open and she stood. “Are you okay? She just left a few minutes ago.
She got a call that something was wrong with her son at home. I know y’all are—“”
“I’m fine. It was a false alarm. Our neighbor is the one who has something wrong
with her.”
“Well, son, your mother is headed to your house.”
Finn tapped his knuckles on the countertop. His fingers still felt numb. “Would it be
all right if I used your phone to call her? I don’t have a cell.”
The woman reached under the counter and turned her telephone so he could reach it.
“Dial 9 to get an outside line.”
“Thanks.” Finn dialed the number and waited. The call went to voice mail, and Finn’s
mind argued with itself.
What should I do? Call the police? And tell them what? There’s no proof of anything wrong, except
they’d wonder about my clothes, maybe search me, find the blood—and by the time they checked the house,
it might already be too late. No. I have to handle this.
At the beep, Finn said, “Mom, it’s Finn. I’m at your work, and I’m heading home.
Stay away from Zoe. She’s trouble. I’ll explain when I get there.”
He handed the receiver back to the woman and saw her brows knit with concern.
“I’m sure it will all work out,” he said. “Thanks.”
He walked slowly through the double doors so as not to further arouse the woman’s
concern, then bolted out the exit and sprinted barefoot across the asphalt parking lot. Behind him, the crows circled and cawed, and he remembered what a group of them were
called.
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Murder. A flock of crows was a murder.
He barely felt the summer heat radiating off the pavement. He turned onto the sidewalk that ran the length of the main highway through Blue Sky Beach, passing a family
on bicycles and a man jogging in the opposite direction.
“Hey!” the man shouted at him as he passed, and Finn realized he’d bumped shoulders with the guy.
Finn waved a hand as if to apologize, but didn’t slow down. He crossed an intersection without looking, heard a car horn blare and the squeal of tires braking.
This is still taking too long, he thought. The road twists and turns. If I could run as the crow
flies…
Finn cut right suddenly, hopping a white picket fence and crossing a wrap-around
porch into the back yard of a stranger’s house. He grasped the top of a privacy fence as
he approached, leaped, and his momentum carried him over.
He landed heavily in the next yard, tumbled, and rolled. He shoved himself up, and
barely registered the woman who was almost falling out of her hammock to shriek at him
before he vaulted her fence and came out on a cobblestone street.
Almost there.
Finn leaned into his run. His leg muscles ached and burned, his ribs reminded him
how he’d been mauled by the wolves. But in his mind’s eye was Zoe holding his mother
off the ground and strangling her to death—and he kept running. Another picket fence,
another privacy fence, another cobblestone street, and finally he came back to the curving main road a block from his cul-de-sac intersection.
His lungs stung and rattled as he rounded the turn and spotted his mother’s car
parked on the street in front of their house. Zoe’s Jeep was in its spot next door.
“Mom!” Finn shouted. He hopped the picket fence and leapt the steps to the front
door. It was cracked open, and its silent gap brought him to a halt. He gasped and
coughed, trying to catch his breath in lungs that felt like embers glowed hot in their
depths. He burst into the house and called out again.
“Mom?”
The house offered him no answer. Finn rushed from room to room, finding his
mother’s purse on the kitchen counter. Her cell phone was visible inside it. He touched
the screen, and it showed a missed call from the clinic.
“No,” he said, terror gurgling up from his gut to make his chest tremble.
He dashed up the stairs, checked her room and his, and still didn’t find her. His journal sat, forgotten, on his bedside table. He bolted out onto the balcony.
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Zoe’s guardian owl rested quietly on the rail of her house next door. Its eyes were
closed as if sleeping.
A sound rose from that direction, however—a screeching noise that reminded Finn of
squealing brakes. The blare of it made his skin crawl and the hairs on his arm wriggle.
The owl’s feathers stood on end and it shook, ruffling them and settling them back
into place. It loosed an answering screech—the noise of a great bird warning of danger?—and
flapped its huge wings. In seconds, it had launched into the sky and disappeared out of
sight.

The shriek sounded again, clearly issuing from inside Zoe’s house.
“Mom!” Finn yelled.
He hopped over the balcony railing and into the limbs of the old oak between the
houses, then clambered over the rail onto Zoe’s balcony. The doors were unlocked, and he
stepped foot into the house for the first time.
The bedroom was empty. There was no evidence that anyone had ever occupied it—
no scratches on the floor where furniture might have once stood, no marks on the walls
where art or photos might have hung. But the place had a rank scent, not like a house too
long closed up or falling to ruin, but more like the lair of a wild animal.
“Mom!” Finn shouted again, running through the upstairs hall and looking in each
room.
Screeeeee!
Finn threw himself down the stairs to follow the noise, but when his feet landed on
the ground floor, they slid out from under him. He fell hard, twisting his left ankle and
slamming his head on the ceramic tile. He felt the slickness of the floor under his fingers as
he tried to sit up, and he looked at his hands.
They were covered in deep crimson blood. Blood coated the bottom of his feet, and it
clung to his stolen clothes.
He wiped his hands on his pants and struggled to stand, calling again for his mother.
His head pounded where it had hit the floor, and when he reached up to press a hand
against the pain, he felt the same familiar, warm and slick sensation. But he didn’t know
whose blood was on his head and hands —his own, or ….
The trail of blood led away from the stairs, and Finn followed it, limping into the
kitchen. And then he knew.
His mother lay sprawled on the kitchen floor, her new work clothes matted with blood
that had flowed from her throat. Her eyes focused on somewhere beyond the ceiling, and
her face was slack like that young woman in the hospital bed.
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Mom wasn’t here anymore. She had gone to someplace else, leaving behind an empty
shell of flesh and bone, diminished by her absence.
Finn fell forward, banging his knees on the floor as he collapsed. He grasped his mother’s shoulders, pulled her up into his arms, and screamed. The pain was more than he could
bear. His body felt as if it was spinning inside-out, his heart bursting right through the wall
of his ribcage. His sight went blurry and he swooned over her, but there was no peace or
darkness to be found.
He felt like he was coming apart, but not to follow her into another world.

That awful screeching seemed to answer his cries. It rose again and again from the sunroom at the back of the house, and Finn knew he’d find Zoe in there. He reached across
his mother’s corpse and picked up the butcher’s knife that Zoe must have left lying by
Charlotte’s body, and he stood on his bad ankle, trudging toward the sunroom.
The thing screaming in the golden sunshine was not Zoe
Maybe it had once been.
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The creature on the floor had Zoe’s tattoos and her ponytail. It still wore torn
remnants of Zoe’s clothing. It gazed at Finn with Zoe’s frightened eyes, but it was not
her—or at least, not quite. And it certainly wasn’t the Zoe whom Finn had expected to
fight.
Her sun-bronzed skin bubbled like the edges of a pancake on a griddle. The bubbles
burst, leaving wide pores, the tunnels drilled by carpenter bees. Thick hairs extended from
the holes, black and prickly. When she shuddered and shrieked again, the hairs unfolded
like flowers, branching into thousands of tiny growths.

Pin feathers. She was growing a coat of feathers.
“I hope it hurts,” Finn growled.
Time slowed down, giving him a moment to consider his own words. He did hope she
was in agony, because he was in agony. The knife in his grip became heavier and heavier,
and he wanted to throw it down and run away almost as desperately as he wanted to make
Zoe pay for her betrayal. Finn was trapped in a nightmare—his feet seemed weighted
down, magnetically attracted to the floor—and no matter how many steps he managed, he
came no closer to the bird-thing Zoe was becoming.

A broken syringe lay on the floor between Finn and the creature, the plastic chrysalis
from which Zoe’s strange transformation was injected. She must have dropped it after she
dosed herself with his mother’s blood and, rather than moving through a portal to an afterlife world, she started feeling the effects of whatever force was causing this horrific evolution. Was she being punished for her sin—or could this be what she wanted all along?
“I trusted you!” Finn shouted.
She looked up at him with glassy eyes that had turned black and begun to recede.
There was no way she’d expected this to happen, Finn realized. The black spheres moved
farther apart even as her nose melted and elongated, growing hard and melding into her
thin lips. She turned her beady eyes on him and screeched once more.
Finn’s heart hammered as he read her altered features and deduced the truth. Zoe
wanted Finn to save her from this transformation. To forgive her for all she’d done. She
was terrified and sorrowful. She’d acted out of fear—the fear of getting sick again and
wasting away. Fear of growing weak and powerless. That and her addiction to the rush of
mental and physical energy, the strength that the blood-traveling bestowed, had compelled
her to do the unspeakable.
She was the worst kind of addict, finally finding regret when it was too late.
He looked away from her, glanced over his shoulder, and saw his mother’s corpse lying on the kitchen floor. The heartbreak roared back into his chest, gripped him with pain
impossible to describe. His vision narrowed to a pinprick in a tunnel of darkness, and all
he could see was death all around him.
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Finn gripped the knife and advanced on Zoe, forcing his heavy legs to propel him
across the unknowable distance. He would not forgive her. He would not save her, even if
he knew how. Instead, he would punish her, see to it that she got to know exactly what
the afterlife had in store for someone who would kill a woman as precious as his mother.
“I hate you!” he screamed.
Zoe responded with an animal’s squeal and shrugged out of her tattered clothes as she
writhed on the floor. Her legs had shriveled now, her hips swallowed into her torso, her
arms like brittle limbs in a downy sleeve. Even as her fingertips faded into the curve of
embryonic wings, her feathers flattened and turned gray, expanding like the wings of a
newborn butterfly after it crawls from its cocoon.
She lurched forward, flapping her arms for balance. Her toes, now talons, scratched
and clawed at the tile for purchase.
With a scream that sounded of metal tearing, Finn raised the butcher knife and threw
himself onto Zoe. Her talons caught his thighs, drawing blood, and her feathered arms
blocked his blow. Frantic, she head-butted him, her new beak striking his left eye with a
burst of red.

Finn fell, and Zoe flopped across him. The claws on her feet gouged his chest. He
grabbed at her arm—her wing?—blinking at the blood in his eye, and tried again to sink the
blade into a target. She whipped around, knocked his arm aside. His knuckles hit the tile,
and the knife flew from his hand, clattering and skipping across the floor.
Zoe’s beak struck his throat. Flesh ripped, he felt the burn of torn skin and the wet
explosion of blood against his shoulder. He rolled, grabbing at his neck. It felt hot and
slick. Zoe’s weight held him down, and her superhuman strength still overpowered him.
There would be no escape.
He shoved at her, smearing his blood over her soft feathery coat, and she looked
down on him. With his one good eye, Finn could see himself reflected in Zoe’s black orbs.
He was pale, splashed crimson. Then his vision blurred. He felt nauseated and dizzy.
splashed crimson. Then his vision blurred. He felt nauseated and dizzy.
Finn realized he was dying. Her beak had severed an artery in his neck. Someone
would come into this place and find his bloody corpse one room away from his mother’s
body. His fingerprints on the knife that killed his mom. They would think he murdered
her.
He cried out. If he’d been a wolf in the frozen forest, it would have sounded like a
howl. Instead, it echoed through the empty house like a baby’s wail.
Finn wanted his mother. He ached for his father’s strong arms. He felt alone, abandoned, betrayed. Tears ran from the corners of his eyes as he surrendered to forces beyond his control.
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Zoe shifted herself on his chest. She was all but gone now, transformed into a great
horned owl. As Finn faded, he wondered if anything of Zoe remained. She unfurled her
wings and called out to the sky, and her call was like his—lost and alone.
His breath came shallow and quick. Cold settled in. Finn couldn’t raise his hands, even
to push the owl away when she leaned close to him.
The owl—Zoe—her beak touched his forehead gently, like a last kiss goodbye.
Finn’s lungs emptied as the owl hopped off of his body and shuffled toward the open
back doors of the sunroom. Her wings flapped, and strong legs leapt for the sky. The wind
of her wings swept across Finn’s face.
His eyes closed.
Darkness shrouded him.
And then he was somewhere else. No pain, no tears, no fear. There was something
familiar in this experience. As his terror abated, he felt a warm, euphoric connection with
existence.
Streaks of colorful, infinite lights rushed past him and disappeared beyond the horizon. The lights faded, leaving Finn floating weightlessly in a dark, empty space of nothingness. This was death. This was the in-between he’d discovered on that first night when
Zoe gave him the junkie’s blood.
And he knew it was real in a way he hadn’t realized before. Each time he’d traveled,
some part of him couldn’t believe it was happening. The worlds he’d visited had a dreamlike quality, a dream from which he knew he would awake. But there was no longer any
doubt in his soul, and no chance he was only dreaming. He was actually here, in this place
of nothing where all the grief and burden could leave his body.
His heart beat in that same calm and contented rhythm, freed of its chains of sadness
or fear. So peaceful, Finn never wanted to leave.
But as the darkness faded into a brighter light, Finn knew what would soon follow. He
would be pulled through a passage and spit out into—some place. A sea of black water? A
desert or a frozen hell? What creatures would hunt him there? How would he survive on
his own?
As he fell far and sank deep into warm water, the panic returned. Fear gripped him
even as he opened his eyes and saw a trail of tiny bubbles marking the path back up to the
surface. He swam hard to reach the air, heart pounding his ears, lungs burning with need.
And when he broke free—breathing in a gulp of fresh, clean air, and blinking against
the bright sun—he saw the shore.
He saw what waited for him there.
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Chapter Twelve

Life after Life
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Finn swam with the waves, got his feet under him as he reached the shallows, and
took hopping strides in time with the rhythm of the water to reach the shore. He almost
couldn’t believe what he saw awaiting him.
“Dad?”
John grinned and held a towel for his son, and Finn ran up to embrace him, towel
and all. Tears streamed down Finn’s face as John hugged him close. Finn recognized
John’s scent, like coming home after a long trip—this was home to him in a way the
house at Blue Sky Beach never could be. He looked up at his father. John was tanned and
healthy, his hair lighter but no longer streaked with gray. He seemed younger and stronger
than Finn recalled.
John laughed and put the towel over Finn’s head, scrubbing his hair dry. Finn drew
back and gazed into his father’s eyes.
“Is this heaven?” Finn asked.
“Blue Sky Beach always seemed like heaven to me,” John said.
“But is this the afterlife?”
John looked around. He shrugged. “Perhaps”.
Finn stepped away, wrapped the towel around his shoulders, and craned his neck to
scan the beach. “Is Mom here?”
John pointed inland. “She’s up at the house. You guys got here at almost the same
time, so she’s still saying hello to everyone. I came to get you.”
“Wait—what?”
The smile on John’s face was kind, and his laughter was gentle. “There’s a lot to talk
about. I’m sorry it went so rough for you both. But you’re here now. You’re okay—”

Finn looked at his hands, his torso. He had no wounds, and all the pain had fled his
body. His bruises and scrapes were healed. He felt his neck where Zoe’s beak had torn at
his flesh, and he found no injury. His clothing didn’t even have blood stains on it.
“You’re fine,” John said. “Come on, we’ll go find your mom.”
Finn grabbed John’s hand. He hadn’t held his father’s hand this way since he was a
little child; he’d held it when John was in the hospital after the wreck, but that was different. That was desperation and fear. Now, it felt right again, like this is how father and son
are supposed to be.
“I’m not going to leave you,” John said as they walked toward the dunes. “At least,
not any time soon. This can go on pretty much as long as we want it to.”
“But Dad, I traveled to other worlds. I was always alone there, always being attacked
by animals. I never saw another person.”
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“You were being driven out because it wasn’t your place to be. You were an invader,
like a virus, and those creatures were like the white blood cells trying to contain and repel
you.”
Zoe was right, Finn thought. It was all based on blood. Or maybe, it was the other
way around, and blood was based on the nature of life itself.
They climbed a dune. The sand was warm on Finn’s soles, but not as hot as he’d experienced when he and Zoe first went surfing together. This was a comforting warmth,
just as the sun was bright and high, but not burning his skin.

In the distance, he could now see the white walls and metal roofs of beach houses.
And further along, a town square where people milled about and played in the grass.
Finn and John started down the dune, following a trail in the sea oats that grew thick
along the way.
“Dad, what happened to Zoe?” Finn asked.
John glanced at Finn as they walked. “There are rules, son. Unfortunately, the person who taught Zoe how to travel never told her the rules. The first law is ‘thou shalt not
kill.’ You can’t cross over into an afterlife world as the result of a murder. She killed
Charlotte—” John’s voice cracked and he choked up.
“Sorry,” John said. “It never gets easier to think about the pain you both felt. The
terror. But we learn to see it for what it was—like childbirth or growing pains. You
wouldn’t be here or be who you are if not for what you experienced. Life is good and
bad, not always in equal measure. Life is pain with moments of relief.”
“So,” Finn said, “because Zoe committed murder—”
“She had to pay the consequences. Only a very few people have the gift of bloodtraveling, and that gift is at the mercy of natural causes. Zoe discovered this the hard
way. She’s been punished to a purgatory existence of her own creation, to act as a harbinger of life and death.”
“For how long? Can she earn forgiveness?”
John smiled. “You can’t earn forgiveness. It has to be freely given. But eventually
she might balance the scales in her own heart and get another chance at life. I’d like to
think so. We all could use second chances.”
Finn thought about that while they walked in silence for a minute. They reached a
paved road and crossed it, walking into the cul-de-sac. Up ahead came the sound of music and laughter. Finn saw balloons dancing in the sea breeze. People gathered at a picnic
table in a yard surrounded by lush, green trees.
“Is there a party?” he asked.
“You bet there is,” John said. “A welcome home party for both of you.”
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Finn gasped when one of the people at the table stood and waved at them. “Dad! Is
that—?”
“Grandma and Grandpa. Go say hello.”
Finn ran ahead of his father, laughing and crying at the same time. His grandparents
rose from lawn chairs and opened their arms to embrace him, and Grandma smothered
him in kisses. He gaped at her, suddenly surprised by the youthful appearance of her features. He’d recognized them, though they were much younger than he’d ever known them.
Younger, and fit, and happy—and alive.

“Finn?”
He turned to see his mother standing in the doorway of the nearest house. She started
down the stairs, and he met her at a sprint, wrapping his arms around her and hugging her
close.
“I’m so sorry, Mom,” he said. “I wish I’d never met Zoe.”
She ran her fingers through his damp hair. “Don’t wish away your life, Finn. I’m new
here, too, but I already understand that part. Look around us. We’re all together again. If
things had gone differently, who knows where we’d be?”
Finn turned and surveyed the yard, gazing at all the party guests. He knew many of
them, but others merely carried a family resemblance. He wondered how many of them
were old friends of his parents or of his grandparents.
Charlotte’s eyes sought the blue sky, then she looked at her son.
Finn gaped, unable to put words to the jumble of questions in his head.
Finn just stood on the steps with his mother and contemplated the heavens above this
brighter version of Blue Sky Beach. Gulls laughed and circled out beyond the dunes, and
he wondered if this world had owls.

… The Beginning …
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The Owl is known as a harbinger of life...
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