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Prologue 

A World Without Stars 


Verge stumbled out into the shadowed alley, blood dripping from his lips. He crashed onto his hands and knees. 

Before he could get in a breath, the meathead twins picked him up, spun him around, and slammed him against the wall. Behind them, a corpulent frame eclipsed the pale light slipping through the doorway. 

“What did I tell you?” Bog’s voice was a thick rumble. “If you brought me one more inextractable, what did I say I would do?” 

Verge’s words were slurred by pain and blood. “Suffocate me with Cloud’s rotted-blackfish breath?” 

Cloud drove her fist into his stomach. 

He doubled over, gasping. Bolts of agony radiated from his gut out to his fingers. It was a good thing he hadn’t eaten yet that day. Otherwise, he might’ve vomited, and that would’ve been a waste, seeing as he was given so little to eat to begin with. 

Dam shoved Verge upright again, planting a leather-padded forearm against his throat, pinning him to the wall. 

His belly a full stride ahead of him, Master Bog stepped closer. His murky green eyes were perched close to the bridge of his nose, which flattened out at the tip. Maybe some lucky slug had squashed ol’ Bog good and hard on the paveglass at some point. 

The thought of Bog’s face flat on the street made Verge smile. 

“What’s so funny, stealer?” Spit splattered Verge’s face as Dam spoke. “I hate you stealers, always smiling. Think you’re smart, is that it?” 

“Only when you’re around.” 

Bog placed a hand on Dam’s massive shoulder, stopping him before he could jam his meat hook into Verge’s tender vitals again. 

Then Bog let a lovely gold watch slip out of his fist, dangling it by a delicate chain almost as fine as Weaver’s Thread. 

“What is this?” he asked. 

“What you asked for,” Verge replied. 

Bog snatched the watch up into his hand again. The pasty flesh of his second chin quivered. “I told you to bring me a piece of time! Not this…” His eyes bulged as his voice turned taut and dark. “You knew exactly what this was.” 

“How would I know that?” Verge asked, feigning innocence. “I’m just a lowly little stealer.” 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Bog said. And he probably did. The leader breed was manipulative, cut-throat, and acutely perceptive. “You’re right, my boy.” He stepped back. “You’re the best. No doubt about it. I haven’t got a stealer better than you. That’s what worries me. Every time you shift, a trader’s got to wonder, ‘Will my light go out?’” He held up his left hand. Three of his fingers sported rings, each as different as the stealer to which it was connected. The middle one boasted a silver band with a gleaming black stone. 

Verge’s Essence Stone. 

“We all depend on each other, yes?” Bog went on, his tone rising from a simmer to a boil. “Each of us doing our part. Your part is to bring me something I can use!” He gave Dam and Cloud a go-ahead nod. 

Dam released Verge’s throat as Cloud’s fist bashed into Verge’s side. Then it was Dam’s turn. Back and forth they went, Verge trapped between them. He knew they were holding back; he was no use to them dead. But he had a hard time feeling grateful. 

In fact, he was having a hard time feeling anything—other than pain. 

“Master Bog?” 

Dam and Cloud stopped pummeling. 

Verge crashed to the ground, pain devouring him like Unravelers munching holes through the fabric of his being. 

“Forgive our interruption,” the new voice said. It was light, refined… unsettling. 

“Who the—” Bog barked. “Oh, uh… Minister… I mean, Deputy Minister, what are you doing here? That is… We’re most honored to see you so… unexpectedly,” Bog said. He was doing his best to sound honored instead of annoyed—and nearly succeeding. 

Through the flashes of painlight bursting across his vision, Verge spied a slow swirl of elegant black fabric, like a choke of oil smoke, settling around a pair of slender, soft-soled shoes. Beside these were sixteen pairs of legs. 

He blinked, refocusing, and looked again. 

No, eight powerful legs, and they appeared to be painted black. 

His heart lurched into that almost-caught-stealing pace. Those eight beefy limbs weren’t  painted. They were clad in Unpenetrate. 

KETS. 

One of Keystone’s Elite Terminal Squads was within sniffing range. True-bred hunters—warriors. Not mutts like Cloud and Dam, but trained wolves. 

The very thought drove an icicle of fear into Verge’s heart. 

Battered as he was, he slid quickly upright without making a sound. 

“I’m most fortunate,” the minister said, “as I’ve been sent on behalf of His Eminence to seek you out, Master Bog.” 

“Is that so?” Bog sounded about as thrilled as Verge felt. 

With stealer-stealth, Verge began to slink toward the opposite end of the alley, but the dazzling firecrackers of pain made him flinch. One of the minister’s wolves noticed. 

“Minister Quell,” the guard growled. 

They’d probably known Verge was there the entire time. KETS could smell blood. 

“Slug slime,” Verge muttered. 

The guard who had spotted him strode between Cloud and Dam, forcing them to skitter aside. 

A low gurgle escaped Verge’s aching throat as the guard’s hand clamped down on his arm. He hauled Verge toward the minister. 

All the pain from Verge’s beating rose up in a fresh, nauseating wave. Luckily, he swallowed the queasiness back, else he would’ve puked all over the minister’s very fine shoes. 

And then he was standing before Deputy Minister Quell. 

The man’s face was bland and unadorned; his top-knotted hair a flat, brown hue; his frame slight, in spite of the stiff coat that exaggerated the breadth of his shoulders. Even the narrow slits of his eyes were a dim brown—utterly unremarkable. 

And yet, Verge’s squishy insides were all aquiver. 

“You are the stealer called Verge?” Quell asked in his spider’s voice—weaving around Verge with silken, sticky, inescapable threads. 

Before Verge could answer, Bog stepped forward, making Verge stumble back into Cloud, who shoved him aside into the wall again with a sneer of disgust. Another bombardment of pain shot through him, but he was plenty glad to be away from Quell. 

“Please, Deputy Minister, if you’ll tell me—” Bog started. 

“This is the one who stole the sword last quarter wane.” It was hard to tell if Quell was asking or reporting. “And, the waxing before, a bell, also deemed inextractable.” 

“Yes, I told him he’d better not be bringing me none of those—” 

“Are you saying this stealer recognized that the latents were inextractable?” Quell asked, his voice soft… dangerous. 

Verge’s heart was hammering so hard he was sure they could all hear it in the silence that followed the minister’s question. 

Bog glanced at Verge, his mouth agape. Verge could see the trader calculating his response. Bog couldn’t lie to Quell, or he could, but if he were caught… Well, that wasn’t worth it—no matter how good Verge was. And that was what this was about. 

No doubt—Quell was here to acquire Verge. 

He cursed his recklessness. He should’ve known flaunting his knack would attract this kind of attention. He’d only meant to infuriate Bog and impress one… or two young women. 

Bog scratched at his chin thoughtfully, turning back to Quell. 

“Would this be an inquiry?” he asked, in the trader parlance. 

Quell didn’t mince words. “It is.” 

Verge wanted to fall to his knees and beg Bog not to trade him. 

But stealers don’t beg. 

“Name your price, Master Bog,” Quell said. 

Bog’s lips puttered, obviously taken aback by the breach of traders’ etiquette. 

“Well, I’ve a knot of twenty to feed so… a ye—two years’ food credit? All-inclusive.” Bog ran his hands over his belly, probably imagining eating all that food himself. 

A bold first offer. Not that Quell would accept. No one accepted the first— 

“Done,” Quell said. “Except now, you have a house of nineteen.” 

He held out his hand for Verge’s ring. Bog hesitated, probably too stunned by the fact that he’d traded Verge for two years of supplies—an unheard-of price for any stealer. 

“I believe you can trust me to keep my word. I’ll have the papers sent over first thing in the morning,” Quell said. 

“Yes, right, of course.” Bog tugged at Verge’s ring. His flesh was swollen over the band, but after some twisting and swearing, it popped free. 

And then, Verge’s life was handed over to Quell. 

A fresh spill of blood seemed to flood Verge’s mouth. 

“Bring him,” Quell said to his KETS. “Good evening, Master Bog.” 

Two of the KETS hooked Verge’s arms and pulled him forward. Verge didn’t dare drag his feet. 

“What about his things?” Bog called after them. 

“He won’t need them,” Quell replied, leading the KETS and Verge out of the alley. 

At the end of the street, lined with looming stone walls of trader houses and softly glowing orbs of Starburners, Quell turned and looked Verge over. 

“I have a task for you,” he said. 

Verge’s bottom lip was throbbing and felt swollen enough to burst, so he said nothing. He was taller than Quell, yet the deputy minister seemed to be looking down on him. 

“You know of the Waste World?” Quell asked. 

Verge nodded. Not that he’d ever been there. Not only was it notoriously difficult to reach, but allegedly it had nothing worth stealing. Lots of stuff. All trash. 

“To prove your quality,” Quell said, “you will go there and return with a latent of consumable strength.” 

Verge sputtered, “You’re joking.” 

“You have three days,” Quell said, holding up Verge’s ring between his fingers, inspecting it. 

“But—” 

“I would suggest you return before then.” Quell slid Verge’s ring onto his thumb. “I’m told patience is a virtue. Perhaps you can find me some.” 

He turned and strode away. His pack of KETS obediently followed. 

Verge stared after them. 

Even though his mind was telling him the job was impossible, and his body was telling him he was starving and possibly bleeding internally, a tingle danced over his back. 

Could it be? 

A far-off, acrid stench of burning reached his nose—the scent of another world. 

If there was something in the Waste World worth stealing, he’d find it. 

He had to. He didn’t want to know what his new master would do to him if he failed. 





Chapter 1 


“Watch it, Amazon freak,” Tony said when his thigh bumped into Dee’s knee. 

She jammed her leg against the back of the seat in front of her and out of the bus’s aisle. 

Tony jeered down at her. She fixed her eyes straight ahead to avoid provoking further trouble. How she wished she hadn’t failed her driver’s test—twice. Being the only seventeen-year-old on the bus was its own special kind of torture. 

But she bit her lip and kept her head down. 

Don’t feed the wolves. 

“Hey, T-Bone!” Sly Vasquez called from the back of the bus, his prepubescent squeak the stuff of Dee’s nightmares. “Sit your butt down! Let’s go, Joe!” 

The bus driver frowned at Sly in the rearview mirror. Today Joe was wearing a T-shirt that advertised his hot-air balloon business. As the bus doors squealed shut, she fantasized about stealing the rainbow-striped balloon and drifting away to wherever the wind blew. Maybe to wherever her father was. 

Tony shuffled to the back of the bus. 

The bus lurched into motion, away from the high school. 

She checked her watch. She’d broken her phone and, as punishment, her mother was forcing her to live in the ice age—sans phone. 

Twenty-three minutes, six stops, and she would have survived another day. Better than that, it was the beginning of spring break. 

Next to her, Danny was sketching. 

“Who’s that?” she asked, not because she was interested, but because she needed a distraction from Sam and Sly’s reenactment of the latest, most-hilarious video of the moment. Laura’s fake laugh rang above the others, each syllable stilted and harsh. 

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” 

Danny hugged his sketchpad to his skinny chest and then in a barely audible voice replied, “Odin.” 

“Can I see?” she asked. 

Reluctantly, he handed her the pad. 

She glanced over the cartoonish drawing of a bearded, muscle-bound man that longed to be bigger and fiercer than it was. 

“How come he only has one eye?” she asked, handing the pad back. 

“Because Odin gave his eye to Mimir’s Well to gain wisdom.” Danny’s dark eyes grew bright with suppressed excitement. “Odin’s the wisest. He’s the best. He’s the All-Father.” 

“With only one eye?” 

He nodded, but then frowned at the drawing. “It’s not right though. My best pencil broke.” 

He fished in his pants pocket and pulled out a slim mechanical pencil. 

At the sight of it, her throat tightened, her palms prickled. 

“See?” He tried to compress the end to push out more lead, but the mechanism didn’t budge. He held the pencil in his palm, giving it a rueful, forlorn look. “It was my favorite.” 

She could tell. The eraser and the company’s logo were long ago worn away. The plastic casing was chewed, up and down. Every tooth mark incised the instrument with Danny’s belief in magic—belief in gods who used magic. 

And, the pencil… It glowed and floated. 

At least it appeared that way to her. 

Her mouth went dry. Her tingling fingers curled against her palms. 

“So, it’s no good?” she asked, attempting to sound casual. 

“I’ve got other ones, newer ones.” He scowled at the pencil, like it had betrayed him. “I shouldn’t use this one for drawing anyway. It’s not a proper sketch pencil.” 

“Could…?” She had that fluttery, almost sick sensation in her gut. “Can I have it?” 

His hand closed around it. “Are you going to fix it? Because I tried and the spring’s broken.” 

“No.” A fine perspiration gathered between her shoulders. She cleared her throat. “I sort of… collect things. Broken things.” 

“You collect broken things?” 

She nodded. 

“Why?” 

She shrugged. She had no idea why she collected useless things, except they all contained some… energy. 

Years ago, she’d convinced herself it was all her imagination. Danny’s pencil wasn’t floating or glowing or full of magic. Magic wasn’t real. But still… she wanted that pencil. 

“Nah,” he said, slipping the pencil back into his pocket. “I think I’ll try to fix it again.” 

She deflated. “Okay.” 

Twenty-one minutes later, she, Danny, Laura, and the Vasquez brothers stepped off the bus—the afternoon air clear and pleasant, the birds singing, the elementary school kids racing across front yards, yelping and squealing. 

Usually, Dee headed straight home. But as her foot touched the curb, she noticed Peter’s red Honda parked in the driveway. 

She stopped in her tracks. The last person she wanted to see was her mom’s boyfriend. 

Behind her, the bus doors closed with a whish. It rumbled away. 

On the sidewalk, Sly snatched Danny’s sketchpad. 

“Got any cool new drawings for me?” 

Sly was small for fourteen, but Danny was only twelve and so shy he could barely speak, let alone fight back. He stiffened, but didn’t try to retrieve the drawing pad as Sly flipped through the pages. 

Sam and Laura were strolling away, down the block. Twisting her beautiful brown hair around her finger flirtatiously, Laura barked her fake laugh every time Sam opened his mouth. 

Once, Laura and Dee had been friends—best—but that was before Laura had decided her social status was more important than a lifetime of friendship. Dee couldn’t blame her. Not long ago, she would’ve given anything to feel like she belonged. But recently, she’d come to accept she never would. 

“Hey, this one’s cool.” Sly tore a sheet out of the sketchpad. 

Danny flinched, his hands fisted, but he didn’t move. 

Dee’s ears began to ring. 

That weird, precarious feeling was shouldering in against her better judgement again. That is, better to just turn and walk away. Better not to get involved. Better not to… 

“Give it back,” she said, unable to stop herself. 

Sly’s glinting eyes slid up to her. “What’s that, Freaky Dee?” 

“It’s not yours,” she said. 

“What do you care?” Sly puffed up his little chest and cocked a pointy Peter Pan ear at her. “You and Danny good friends, huh? ¿Verdado amor, sí? ” 

“Just give it back,” she said, resolved to stand her ground, though all she wanted to do was run away before things got worse. 

Don’t feed the wolves. Never feed the wolves. 

“No hay problema.” He ripped the sketchpad in two. 

Pages were snatched by the breeze and blown everywhere, tumbling across the asphalt like autumn leaves. 

Danny’s hands went to his head. “No!” 

He chased after them. 

Dee glared at Sly. “You are such a little shit.” 

She spun, stooping to grab a page before it blew into the Graysons’ yard and the minefield of droppings left by their schnauzer. 

Sly’s feet pounded the sidewalk behind her, but she dodged as he leapt at her. 

He sprawled, crashing stomach-first, barely missing a fresh-looking pile of dog mess. 

“Hey!” He bounced back up, brushing the grass from his T-shirt like he’d meant to fall. 

A few houses down, Laura and Sam were hovering near Mrs. Jensen’s lilac bushes. Sam was smirking. Laura looked on with resignation, as if Dee had brought this on herself. 

“I just wanted to pet your poodle hair,” Sly said grinning, holding his hands out at either side of his head, fluffing a giant imaginary bouffant. “Is that how you got it? Are you half dog?” He started barking and panting. “Yip yip yip!” He burst into self-inspired laughter. Sam, too, chuckled and seeing that Sam thought it was funny, Laura joined in with her forced imitation of laughter. 

The veins in Dee’s temples began to pound. 

“Is that why you don’t know your daddy?” Sly asked. “¿Tu padre era un perro? ¡En serio!” 

More laughter. 

“¡Ladra perra!” Sly taunted. 

She crumpled the stiff sketch paper. Her head began to pound. Her vision cut out for a second and then came back twice as sharp. That squirming, twisting sensation she sometimes experienced seized her, exploding into an upside-down, zero-gravity tilt. 

Strange words erupted from her lips. 

“¡Cállate, enano!” 

Sly’s cruel smile faltered. 

It was enough to bring Dee back to herself. 

She didn’t speak Spanish. 

Danny was scrabbling to gather his drawings as the breeze tossed them around the neighborhood willy-nilly. Neither Sam nor Laura moved to help. 

“What’d you say to me?” Sly’s face hardened. 

Good question. What had she said? 

Better question. How had she said it? 

She’d taken French the first two years of high school but hadn’t done very well. She wasn’t doing very well in any of her classes at the moment. But she was pretty sure she’d told Sly to shut up and called him a dwarf in Spanish. 

She fought against her instinct to turn and walk—or better, run—away. But she was so sick of Sly pushing people around. 

“I said you should shut your mouth since the only thing that ever comes out of it is shit,” she snapped. 

Sly’s color darkened to a piping-hot stove-top burner hue. Behind him, Danny and Laura were gawping. Sam wore a shrewder expression, like he was wondering if he needed to step in and help his little brother deal with her. 

“Just leave Danny alone,” she said, “and stop being such a bully.” 

With that, she gave herself permission to turn away. 

She’d meant to bolt home, but something caught her eye and forced her to stop. 

Danny’s pencil, glowing and hovering above the pavement. 

The bones of her fingers pulled toward it like magnets to iron. 

She bent and snagged it. 

A warm rush of satisfaction pulsed through her. 

And then something smacked against the back of her head. 

Damp clumps rolled down her neck and under the collar of her shirt. Chunks stuck in the thick nest of her curls, catching on her barrette. Her stomach turned as the stink hit her. Dog shit. 

She spun, tears burning her eyes. 

“You should pick up your shit, freaky bitch,” Sly said, crumpling one of Danny’s drawings, which he’d used to pick up the dog poop. 

He pitched that at her too, hitting her in the face. Then he stalked away, pushing between Sam and Laura and shoving Danny back into the lilac bushes as he stormed past. 

Sam strode after his brother. Laura stood there for a second, looking like she might say something apologetic, but then Sam stopped and turned back. 

“You coming?” he called. 

Laura hurried after him. 

Dee glared after them, body hot and trembling like oil in a hot pan. 

Danny freed himself from the bushes, clutching his salvaged papers to his chest, and darted across the street toward his house. 

Dee swiped a tear from her cheek and then remembered the pencil. 

“Danny,” she called as he stomped up the front steps, “your pencil!” 

He didn’t even look back. He whipped open the door and disappeared inside. 

When the door slammed shut, she could feel it in her chest, like a punch. 

Reaching down, she picked up the paper Sly had thrown at her and uncrumpled it. 

Under the smears of dog poop, Odin gazed up at her dolefully. What did you expect? Don’t feed the wolves. 

“Dee?” a deep voice said from behind her. 

Her shoulders bunched. She crumpled Odin again as she turned. 

Peter slid a suitcase into the trunk of his Honda. He frowned at her. 

“What are you doing?” he asked, like a cop interrogating a suspect. It didn’t help that he was a cop. 

And then her mom came out the front door. 

Let the uncomfortable questioning begin. 





Chapter 2 


“Oh, Dee,” her mom said in that high-pitched, false happy voice she used whenever she was about to say something she knew would lead to an argument, “I’m so glad you’re home. Peter and…” Her nose wrinkled as Dee trudged past Peter, up the driveway toward her. “What is that smell?” 

“Dog shit.” 

“Watch the language.” Peter slammed the trunk shut. “Why is there dog excrement in your—” 

She flashed him a fanged smile. “Haven’t you heard, Detective? It’s the hot new thing on the streets. All the ‘hoods’ are doing it. Shit in the hair. Super stylin’.” 

“DeAstra!” her mom snapped from behind her. 

Dee turned to her mom. “Please, don’t call me that.” 

Her mom’s expression battled between concern and fury. “Why is there dog poop in your hair?” 

“Do you think I did it on purpose?” Dee said. “God. Can’t I even get in the door before the interrogation starts?” 

“Please don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” Peter said. 

“Please take all your bullshit rules back to your own house,” she spat at him. 

His face darkened. “Language—” 

“So now you expect me to bleep myself for you? Well, bleep off.” 

An exasperated breath left her mom, she kneaded her temples with her fingertips, closing her eyes. “Dee…” 

Peter folded his arms across his polo and leveled his remote gaze at her. “Your mother has been very concerned about you lately.” 

“I can’t deal with this right now.” She started for the front door, but her grandma appeared. Slight as she was, she filled up the doorway—mostly due to the dandelion poof of her hair. 

“Did I hear you have feces in your hair?” her grandma chirped. 

“I’ll go around back,” Dee grumbled, turning, only to come face-to-face again with her mom and Peter. 

Trapped. The worst feeling in the world. 

Worse than being stuck in a hospital bed for weeks, something she knew plenty about and part of the reason she was considered such a freak. 

Bad enough she was six feet tall with the craziest curly hair on the planet, but she had a tangle of scars on her back that repulsed most of her peers. The ones who weren’t repelled looked at her with pity. Growing up, Laura had been the only one neither grossed out nor inclined to treat Dee like an invalid, but now she had Sam to make out with so she obviously didn’t need Dee anymore. 

Her mom’s flowery skirt was fluttering around her legs. Next to straight and sterile-as-a-cannula-needle Peter, her mom looked like a hippie minus the dreads. Dee would never understand what they saw in each other. 

Her mom’s tone softened. “Why don’t you tell us what happened, honey?” 

“Nothing, Mom,” she said. “Nothing happened. Can I get cleaned up now, please?” 

Before I start crying again? 

What was the point of telling her mom what Sly had done? So her mom could march down to the Vasquez house and tell their Aunt Gigi—Tia Gigante, as Sly called her—what he’d done? Then Sly would spend the rest of the year tormenting Dee every chance he got. If Dee just put her head down and stayed out of his way, maybe walked to and from school for the rest of the year, then he’d lose interest. The more she reacted, the worse it got. She’d learned that the hard way. Fight, come up with a smart remark, rat them out to the teachers, or worse, parents, and the name-calling, the mean pranks, the sharp glares would only get worse and last longer. 

Don’t feed the wolves. 

If you ignored them, eventually they moved on to someone else—for a little while. 

Sad but true. 

Besides, Dee was normally a runner, not a fighter. If Danny hadn’t been involved, none of this would’ve happened. But he was just a kid. She couldn’t stomach the thought that Sly was doing to Danny what had been done to her—making her feel like an outcast, a loser, a freak. 

Her hand tightened around Danny’s pencil. The energy issuing from it intensified, like putting her hand a little too close to a bonfire. It might have been the strongest one yet. She’d have to check it against the others in her box. Carefully, she tucked it into her pocket. 

Peter glanced down at his watch. “We have to tell her now.” 

“Tell me what?” Dee asked. 

Her mom frowned at Peter. “She has sh—I mean, look at her.” 

Peter sighed and scowled at Dee—from potential felon to general nuisance. 

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

“Go clean up, baby,” Dee’s mom said, “and then we’ll talk.” 

“Talk about what?” The back of her head was starting to itch, but she wanted to be done with her mom and Peter for the rest of the day. Her grandma was giving her the stink eye, standing in front of the door, like Dee might try to sneak in and track dog shit all over her pristine white carpets. 

“Your mother and I are going on a trip,” Peter stated. 

Her mom shot him a hard look that made Dee feel a little better. 

“A trip?” Dee asked. 

Her mom blushed. Dee’s stomach soured. 

Better feelings—gone. 

“To a spa and resort in the Ozarks,” her mom said with a stupid, girly smile. 

Even Peter was starting to grin like an idiot. 

Gag. 

“Peter surprised me,” her mom went on. 

“Great,” Dee muttered. “Is that all?” 

“No,” her mom said, fiddling with her chunky, beaded necklace. “You know we’re dropping Grandma off at the airport in a couple of hours.” 

“We should be leaving right now,” her grandma chimed in from behind Dee. 

Dee rolled her eyes. Her grandma’s flight didn’t leave until eight—four hours away. She visited her sisters in Nashville every chance she got. She’d been trying for years to convince her husband and Dee’s mom to move down there. 

“You’ll make the flight, Rose, I promise,” Peter said, “with plenty of time to spare.” 

Dee’s grandmother puckered her lips, but didn’t argue. She didn’t care for Peter all that much, but she didn’t care for anyone all that much—except her sisters. Who were in Nashville. 

“We decided to leave tonight too,” her mom went on. “We’ll drop Grandma off and then drive down.” 

“So… you’re leaving me home alone?” Dee asked. 

Her grandpa was planning a fishing trip with a couple of his buddies. So a week at home, alone? It sounded like heaven. 

“No. You’re going with Grandpa.” 

“You want me to go fishing with Grandpa, Fred, and Dave?” Dee asked. “Again?” 

“We’re not about to leave you here by yourself,” Peter said. 

Dee’s teeth gnashed. “We?” She turned to her mom. “Or are you letting Officer Friendly make all of the decisions now?” 

“Watch your tone—” 

“Peter, please.” Dee’s mom put up her hand, stopping Peter from launching into whatever scared-straight lecture he was about to pull out of his holster. “I will take care of my daughter.” 

Peter nodded, looking appropriately chastised. 

Her mom turned back to Dee. 

“And you will treat Peter with respect,” she said. “I mean, seriously, baby. What’s happened to you? These last few years…” 

She started to reach for Dee, but then noticed a clump of dog shit clinging to the sleeve of Dee’s hoodie. Dee flicked it off into the yard. 

Her mom sighed. “This was my decision. You can stay in the cabin while Grandpa goes fishing. I know you have plenty of schoolwork to catch up on—” 

“I can do that at home,” Dee said. “I’m seventeen—” 

“You don’t have a phone.” 

“Only because you won’t get me a new one.” 

“Because you haven’t proven responsible enough to take care of it—” 

“I didn’t break it on purpose. It was an accident!” 

Sort of. She’d been dumb and left it on her desk during study hall while she’d gone to the bathroom. When she’d come back it had been on the floor, shattered. Of course, the study hall monitor had been out in the corridor at the time. And none of her classmates were about to rat out whoever had done it—not to help her anyway. 

“I’m not leaving you home alone for a week without a phone,” Dee’s mom said. 

“Nothing’s going to happen,” she said. 

True, because she had no social life. Detective Pete seemed to think she was the mastermind behind some teen-criminal syndicate. But the only thing she was guilty of was failing her classes. 

“I’d just feel better if you—” 

“Fine, whatever,” Dee said, slipping between her mom and the garage. “Bleeping awesome.” 

“Dee,” her mom called after her. 

But she had already ducked into the narrow gap between the fence and the garage, heading toward the backyard. She pushed open the gate and dropped her bag onto the slab of concrete that served as a patio. Stripping off her hoodie, she shook the clumps of poop out of her shirt. As she did, her fingers brushed the rough tangles of scars on her back. 

Bathing trunk nevus—a big, black, precancerous mark. 

It had covered her entire back from her shoulder blades to the top of her butt crack. Right after her birth, they’d removed the mark, leaving her back covered in vicious scars. Over the years, the surgeons had replaced the old, unhealthy scar tissue. They inserted balloons under her skin and slowly inflated them, forcing her body to grow new skin. Then they removed the balloons and the scars, leaving the shiny new skin. It was a long, tedious process. Seventeen surgeries so far. The last had been three years ago—she’d missed an entire quarter of school. And there was already talk about another. 

She yanked the hose out from its reel. The spigot squealed in protest as she spun it. Water sputtered and popped, gushing out. 

At the edge of the patio, she unclipped her barrette and tossed it into the grass. She ran her thumb through the water. Ice cold. Even though it was a warm spring day, it wasn’t that warm. Tightening her jaw, she turned her head. She sucked in a sharp breath as the water hit her scalp. With quickly numbing fingers, she scrubbed out the dog crap, loosening the army of bobby pins she used to keep her hair under control. 

She’d seen girls in movies and on TV who seemed to be able to tame their curls into perfect shining coils, but she was convinced it was only possible with a team of professionals, hours and hours of styling, and a bevy of hair products far too expensive for the average teen. 

Hair soaked and teeth chattering, she tossed the hose down and wrung the water from her locks. Some days she was tempted to shave it all off. 

A flicker of movement caught her eye. She frowned at the Graysons’ roof. She could’ve sworn someone had ducked behind the peak of it. But as she combed the ridgeline, searching, there was nothing. 

“Probably just a bird,” she told herself. 

Giving her hair a twist, she splattered water on the ground, darkening the concrete. 

The back door of the garage opened with a groan. 

Her grandpa’s droopy, basset-hound face appeared. The knot of tension in her shoulders relaxed. 

He moved quietly across the concrete slab and held a towel out to her. 

“Thought you might need this, darlin’,” he said in his soft, sandpapery voice. 

“Thanks,” she said, taking the towel—one of his threadbare garage ones, not her grandmother’s fluffy bathroom ones. She’d still need a shower, but at least the big chunks were gone. 

As she dried her face and neck, she stared up at the Graysons’ roof. 

“Are the Graysons having work done to their roof?” she asked. 

He settled onto the creaking bench swing. His eyes were thin slits as he peered up toward the Graysons’. “Not that I’ve heard.” 

“I thought I saw someone up there.” She plopped down on the metal seat next to him. 

The bench swing was an antiquated thing her grandparents had inherited from their parents. Her grandpa had cleaned up the rust and repainted it white. 

Her grandma liked white. White carpet, white furniture, white sheets, white house. 

Dee figured it was because her grandma liked to be able to see the dirt so she could attack it right away. White made it easier for her to spot the grime. Her grandma’s eyesight wasn’t what it used to be. Too many years squinting down at a needle. 

Once, she’d been the best seamstress in the state. Customers had traveled from all over to have her mend their clothes. But she hadn’t just patched holes, her husband liked to brag, she’d patched problems. People would tell her their troubles and she’d always known just what they needed to hear. 

In spite of her grandma’s apparent disdain for people these days, Dee believed her grandpa. Not only because she trusted him, but because she had one of her grandma’s old needles, and it glowed, just like Danny’s pencil. 

“I guess you heard you’re stuck with me this week,” she said. 

“And you with me.” He opened up a paper sack of sunflower seeds and held it out to her. 

She took a handful. 

“I’m sure Fred and Dave will be pumped to have a teenage girl on the big fishing trip,” she said, crunching through the salty hulls to the sliver of buttery seed-flesh inside. 

“They’ll only be bothered if you haul in bigger walleyes than they do.” He popped a few seeds into his mouth, his dark eyes twinkling behind the thick swags of creases. 

She smiled, spitting out the shells into the yard where a bevy of goldfinches immediately set upon them. 

“Yeah, I loved the look on Fred’s face when that bass I caught outweighed his by two pounds,” she said, “like he sat on his hook.” 

He smiled. They rocked back and forth, in and out of the sunlight and the shadow of the garage behind them. 

“But really,” she said, sidling him a look, “I don’t need to go. I’m old enough to stay home alone for a few days.” 

He was silent for a long moment. “Your mom wouldn’t be too happy.” 

“My mom is going to be in the Ozarks with her boyfriend,” Dee said. “And I will be here, spending my spring break on the couch, watching movies and eating cereal for dinner. She won’t know.” 

He frowned. “Don’t like lying to your mom.” 

“Neither do I,” she said. “But she hasn’t heard all of Dave’s knock-knock jokes. I have.” 

Another flicker of amusement glimmered in his eyes. 

“Please, Grandpa. I’ll be fine. I won’t even leave the house. Can’t I just be… normal for a few days? You think the other girls in my class are spending their vacations in an old fishing boat a million miles from anywhere?” 

He shook the bag of seeds. “Well, I suppose—” 

Smiling, she threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you.” 

He patted her back gently. “I trust you.” 

She squeezed him tighter, tears pricking her eyes. “Everything will be fine,” she promised. “Mom probably won’t even ask about fishing once she gets back.” Her happiness drained away. “She’ll be too busy talking about her trip.” 

Her grandpa settled back against the rocker. 

After a moment of brooding, she said, “I hate Peter.” 

He made an indeterminate noise deep in his throat. 

“I mean, I don’t hate him.” She sighed. “I just wish he’d mind his own business. He’s always criticizing, asking about my grades and my classes and…” She slouched. “It’s like he’s trying to be…” 

Her throat tightened before she could say it. 

More finches hopped closer as her grandpa spat seed shells across the patio. 

“I don’t need a police detail,” she said. “I haven’t done anything wrong.” 

“Grades aren’t what they used to be.” 

“I know.” She slumped further. “I just… I can’t focus. It’s like nothing’s quite as real as it used to be, does that make sense?” She shook her head. “I’m probably just crazy.” 

This wasn’t the first time she’d thought she might be crazy. 

She retrieved Danny’s pencil from her pocket. 

The longer she looked at it, the brighter its radiance became—bright as a police spotlight. She knew that if she opened up her hand, it would float right up off her palm. 

“This one’s got it,” she told him softly. “It’s like the others. It’s glowing.” 

Her grandpa was the only one who knew about the everyday objects that glowed, that floated, that did all sorts of things she knew they shouldn’t, knew they couldn’t, and yet did. 

He eyed the pencil. “That right?” 

She nodded and slid the pencil back into her pocket. “Do you think I’m crazy?” 

His gaze turned toward the backyard. The willow creaked in the wind; under its shade, the old playhouse he’d built for her. The white paint was peeling off the gingerbread trim and the mice had chewed holes in the wood, but it still looked better than the prefab, plastic ones most kids had. He’d been a plumber before he retired. And he liked to fix things, to build things, to sit with things until he understood how they worked or why they weren’t working. 

She wished she had some of that talent. 

As far as she could tell, she didn’t have any talents. She was fast. The track and basketball coaches had always been after her, but all of the surgeries had kept her out of most sports. She’d tried gymnastics, but it was murder on her scars. She’d been good at balancing and swinging and jumping, but she’d been informed she was too tall, even at ten. Not that she was heartbroken. She didn’t understand the point of competing. For what? A medal? A trophy? If the prize had been a hot fudge sundae, she might’ve been interested. 

After a long silence, he said, “Nah. You’re not crazy.” 

“But pencils don’t glow or float,” she said. “Have you ever seen a pencil do that?” 

He made another indistinct noise. 

“Nobody sees that kind of stuff,” she said. “So either I’m crazy or what? What’s the alternative?” 

He didn’t answer. 

“Maybe my dad was a nutcase and that’s why Mom won’t talk about him. Maybe I got it from him. Maybe I inherited the crazy.” 

He shook the sack, like he was trying to find one seed in particular. “Asked her lately?” 

“About my dad?” 

He nodded once. 

“Yeah, two months ago. On my birthday. I asked her to tell me something, anything, about him. She asked me why I wanted to ruin my birthday by asking questions like that.” 

“Told her about the things you see?” 

She stiffened. “You know I haven’t. She’d just haul me off to a doctor, who’d tell me I’m crazy.” 

“That the medical term they use nowadays?” he asked with a small smile. 

“You know what I mean.” 

“Maybe you ought to tell her,” he said. 

“You do think I’m crazy.” 

He set the seed bag down between them. “No, I don’t,” he said. “I don’t think your mom would either.” 

“Yes, she would.” 

He fell into a peculiar, heavy silence. 

Though he was silent most of the time, it was an easy silence. This silence made Dee slide to the edge of her seat and frown at him. 

“You’re not going to tell her, are you?” she asked anxiously. “What I see?” 

“Nah,” he said, “but I think you ought to think on it.” 

She sighed. “I’ll think about it. I just don’t want her to freak-out, you know?” 

He nodded. “She was awfully worried for you, after you were born.” 

Guilt-sauce. 

“I know,” she murmured. 

Her mom had dropped out of college after Dee was born, lost her scholarships, moved back in with her parents, worked two jobs, sometimes three. 

“And your dad…” he started. 

“I know it was hard because he wasn’t around,” she said, “but it’s not like anyone told her to get pregnant at nineteen.” 

Taking his silver toothpick from his shirt pocket, he cast a glance at the door beside them and the house windows nearby. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

He stuck his toothpick between his lips. “I’ve been waiting for your mom to tell you,” he said. “It only seemed right.” 

“Tell me what?” 

“It’s not my place, ought not to be, anyway,” he said like he was talking to himself, which he never did. “I gave her my word. Nothing’s more important than a person’s word. Promises are made to be kept, but…” 

“But what?” She turned slightly toward him, wringing the damp towel in her hands. “What’s not your place?” 

He frowned down at the concrete between his dusty, old boots. “I’m only doing this because… Well, these things you see, I don’t want you thinking you’re going round the bend. ’Cause it might be…” 

“Might be what?” 

Taking a deep breath, he said, “Met him once.” 

“Met wh…?” Confusion gave way to realization. She sat up straighter. “You met my dad?” 

Slow nod. 

“When? How come you never said—” 

“Your mom asked me not to and”—he rubbed his big, rough hands together like he was trying to warm them—“in truth, he was… Well, I didn’t quite know what to make of him or what happened.” 

“What happened? What do you mean? How did you meet him? When? What was he like?” 

In seventeen years, she hadn’t learned thing one about her father. Not even his first name. She wanted to be angry that her grandpa had kept such a huge secret from her, the way she was often angry at her mom for not telling her anything. Her mom would always say Dee was better off not knowing, which had made her think the reason her mom didn’t talk about him was because she didn’t actually know or remember him. 

Her mom had spent the summer after her freshman year of college touring across the country, following some band. Dee had told her mom it was okay if she didn’t remember him, she just wanted to know. But her mom had put her off by saying vague things like, “I don’t know what you must think of me,” and “Can’t we talk about it another time?” 

Except another time never came. 

Of all the varied and wild possibilities Dee had considered, it had never occurred to her that her grandpa might’ve met him. 

“Saw him outside the hospital,” he said. 

She stared. “You mean… after I was born?” 

He nodded. 

“He… he knew about me?” She choked up. Whoever her father was, wherever, she’d always assumed he was ignorant of her existence. 

“I was outside, having a smoke, back when I did that.” He rolled his toothpick from one corner of his mouth to the other. He’d taken up the toothpick when he’d quit smoking years ago. “This young man he just… well, appeared.” 

She frowned. “Appeared?” 

He started the bench rocking in a smooth rhythm again. “Uh-huh. Looked pretty odd to me, dressed the way he was. I’ve seen some strange ways of dressing, but…” 

“Strange how?” 

But he didn’t answer. He went on with his story, staring at the middle distance like the memory was playing out before him. 

“He knew me. Came right up to me and asked about your mom and about you. I was a bit hotter back then. I could tell right off who he was, after seeing all that hair of yours and those eyes. They’re the same as his.” 

She touched her damp hair. As it dried it was growing in volume—soon it would be a total nightmare. 

“I got in his face about shirking his responsibilities.” He cleared his throat in a way that suggested he wasn’t proud of how he’d acted. “He told me it was your mom who’d sent him off, told him not to come around, but he’d been checking up on her. He wanted to make sure you were all right. ’Course I told him you weren’t, about the mark on your back, about what the doctors said needed to be done. He got agitated, more than he had been, which was pretty wound up. He wasn’t much older than you now, just a kid, and the way he looked, the way he talked and smelled—” 

“Smelled?” she asked. 

He just shook his head. “He said they couldn’t take off the mark. He said it wasn’t what they thought, and your mom should know that. We had a few words. It might’ve come to something uglier if the other two hadn’t shown up.” 

“Other two?” 

“Another one that looked like him—the way she was dressed… But it was her friend who set me back on my heels. The big guy.” 

Dee wished she could do one of those Vulcan mind-melds so she could see what he’d seen. But she counted herself lucky that telepathy was not amongst her freaky traits. Reading people’s minds all day? No, thanks. 

“Big guy?” she asked. 

“Real big. Too big. Thought he was police at first, but he wasn’t wearing a uniform. He looked painted, like someone had slathered him in greasepaint. And he was blindfolded, or seemed to be, except he came right for the boy—your dad—and grabbed him before he could run. Not that he tried, he was too busy shouting at me, telling me the doctors were wrong and that I had to stop them. The big guy hauled him off and then all three of them just… well, they vanished.” 

“Vanished?” 

The corner of his mouth quirked upwards. “You think I’m crazy?” 

A short breathy laugh escaped her. “You really met my father?” 

“Seemed like he was in some trouble. Whoever that big guy was… I don’t know, military maybe, covert ops… organized crime? I don’t know. It happened so fast, and for a long time after, I tried to tell myself I’d dreamt it. You know, none of us were sleeping well back then. We were all so worried for you.” 

“But you didn’t dream it.” 

He shook his head. “Before they took you in for that first surgery, I told your mom what happened. She made me promise not tell anybody, including you. She got real upset, said I didn’t understand and wouldn’t and it was better this way, safer. You’d be safer. No matter what River had said about it.” 

Dee’s heart stopped. “River?” 

“Your father. River.” 





Chapter 3 


The words kept running through her head. All through her shower, through saying goodbye to her grandma and mom, and as she watched Peter’s car pull out of the driveway—My father’s name is River. 

After a quick microwaved dinner, she retreated to her room. 

It was immaculate. Bed made, windows smudge-free, clothes folded and put away, vacuum tracks still visible on the white carpet. Her grandma must’ve come back in while Dee had been showering. Her grandmother loved those shadows the vacuum left on the carpet—it was like a fetish for her. Dee took quiet pleasure in erasing them with the clouds of her footprints. 

She retrieved a key from the jewelry box on the wicker vanity. Kneeling, she reached under her bed and pulled out a metal box about the size of her trig textbook. Thankfully, her schoolbook was not as thick as the box was deep. 

Cradling the box in her lap, a giddy flutter bounced around her stomach. She unlocked the box and then took Danny’s pencil out of her pocket. 

Just a crummy busted pencil maybe… but when she ran her fingers over the plastic, images of Odin and Thor, dragons and giants, sorcerers and kings filled her head. Not the cartoon sketches Danny drew, but the ones in his imagination, the ones that breathed and fought and ruled the universe. Danny’s belief was so strong that if belief were all it took, Odin would have existed. 

She held the pencil as tightly as she dared, allowing its particular hum to pass into her palm, up her arm, until even her heart seemed to pick up the subtle vibrations. She’d never used drugs, except for the ones she’d been given in the hospital, but she imagined this was what it felt like to be high—this dangerously pleasurable sensation that left her heart skipping and her breath short. 

When she opened the box, Felix was the first to greet her, as usual. The cartoon-cat key chain contained Laura’s real laugh. But it was more than a laugh, it was her courage. 

Dee had found Felix a few years ago, buried under a bunch of bracelets in a catch-all on Laura’s dresser. When she’d asked if she could have it, Laura had hesitated for a second, but then had said, “Go ahead. It’s just a dumb broken key chain.” 

But it wasn’t. It was much more than that—if only Laura knew. 

Gingerly, Dee laid Danny’s pencil in the box, right next to her mother’s broken glasses. One of the lenses was cracked, a jagged line splitting the thick glass diagonally. They shone brightly to Dee’s eyes, almost too bright to look at. And they showed the truth. Dee didn’t know how she knew, she just did. 

Then there was the sewing needle, dull and useless to her grandma, but sharp to Dee. The winks of light coruscating over its surface told her it could sew up anything. 

And her grandpa’s brass lighter, winking in and out, like it could disappear altogether if it wanted to. Rumors in the family were that her grandpa had been a bit of a hustler before he’d gotten married. Dee hadn’t believed it until she’d found the lighter in a rusting toolbox in the garage. And then there was her cousin’s guitar pick. It was melting, even though she knew it wasn’t. Yet when she looked at it she saw a puddle of bubbling plastic, defying its own structure. 

This was why she’d been afraid to tell her mom the truth. Or anybody. She knew what would happen if she explained what she saw to a doctor. She’d be diagnosed as schizophrenic or something since she seemed to be hallucinating. After all, rubber cats didn’t giggle, guitar picks didn’t melt (on their own, continuously) and mechanical pencils didn’t hum or glow or float. Except… they did. 

A doctor would cram her full of pills and monitor her for the rest of her life. They would find a category to file her in and talk about her in clinical jargon. She’d spent a lot of time with doctors and nurses. They were some of the best people she’d ever known, but sometimes she thought they didn’t have a clue. They just made their best educated guesses and ran with them. In this case, Dee was not putting herself up for examination. And being able to check the sane box wasn’t the only reason. 

The deeper reason was less explicable. Somehow, she felt she had all the best parts of the people she loved, like she was entrusted with them, guarding them. And maybe one day they’d realize how important these things were, the way she did, and ask for them back. 

And now, after what her grandpa had told her, she wondered if there was something else going on. 

He’d said her father had appeared and reappeared like… what? Magic? 

She’d pressed him for more details, but he’d told her to talk to her mom and that he wasn’t saying anything more about it until then. 

She’d never really let herself believe in magic, but as she sat with the box on her lap, with ordinary objects that seemed somehow extraordinary, she began to wonder if maybe… 

She closed and locked the box, tucking the key behind the fake velvet lining in her jewelry box. 

For the moment she would be content to know that her father had a name. It was River. When her mom came back, they would talk. Dee wasn’t going to be put off anymore. 

That night, she fell asleep on the couch watching an old Western with her grandpa. 

He woke her around three in the morning. He was already dressed for his trip. 

“Best head to bed,” he said to her. “And take this.” 

He pressed his hunting knife into her hand. She sat up, blinking, trying to clear the film of sleep. The knife, in its leather sheath, was heavy. 

She held it out to him. “I don’t need—” 

“’Course not,” he said and planted a kiss on the top of her head. 

She clipped the knife to her waistband anyway, to humor him. “See you in a few days,” she said with a smile. 

He nodded and headed for the door. 

She waved and sat back, listening as the garage door rumbled open. The engine of his truck grumbled to life and then faded away. 

She picked up the half-eaten bowl of popcorn and shuffled through the kitchen. The clock on the microwave glowed 3:30 in green. 

Grabbing her hoodie off the hook by the door, she padded into the garage. She stuffed her feet into her knee-high boots. Not bothering to zip them up, she opened the back door. 

A chilly burst of damp, springtime air swept over her face. Shivering, she trudged across the patio toward the compost barrel at the back of the yard. She could’ve used the compost bucket in the kitchen, but her grandma had washed it before her departure, leaving it—pointedly—upside down in the sink. Dee knew that’s how she expected to find it when she returned. 

The moon was full and bleach-white, rolling off behind the peak of the house. At her feet, beads of dew clung to the grass, each one filled with moonlight—thousands of mini-moons floating through the space of her backyard. 

She dumped the popcorn into the barrel and then turned back to the house. 

Her heart jumped into her throat. 

Someone was sliding out of her bedroom window. 

An alarmed scream lodged in her throat, her breath catching, not because she’d caught a thief in the middle of the night, but because of his back. 

More specifically, the mark on his back—a big, black ellipse. It stretched from his shoulder blades to the dimples above his butt. Just like the one she’d had at birth. 

She blinked, knuckling her eyes. It was a shadow. It must have been. 

But as his feet touched the grass, quiet as falling snow, she noticed how the back of his shirt—little more than strips of knotted leather—had been left open. And his pants were slung low in a curve that mimicked the ellipse, purposefully exposing it. 

He turned, freezing when he saw her. 

The world seemed to flip and spin. Just as it had earlier when she’d sworn at Sly in Spanish. 

She swayed, fending off the somersaulting sensation. 

Again, the world flickered away and then reappeared, sharper than before. 

Even though she was twenty feet away at the other end of the yard, his face was clear, as if he were standing right in front of her. She’d always had good night vision, but this was more like super-vision. Half of his head was shaved, the hair on the other half was long and too-white, whiter than the moon. Flecks of blood dotted his face. Deep purple bruises ringed his throat. And his eyes… black. So black. 

And then she saw the box in his hands. Her box. 

His gaze dropped to it and then bounced back up to her. Lifting the box with one hand, his swollen, scabbed lips quirked. He spoke. 

At first, his words were garbled, like the scrambled static her grandpa got when he was tuning into a baseball game on his old radio. Just a bunch of gibberish, but then… 

A sharp pain cut up her spine, into her skull. 

She bit back a cry, touching her head and then her ringing ears to make sure they weren’t bleeding. 

“Who are you?” he said, seeming to repeat himself. 

“I… what?” She inspected her fingers. No blood. She prodded her temple gently, the pain was subsiding, but a strange effervescence fizzed through her, like she was slowly filling with tiny bubbles. 

He tapped the box. “You found these?” 

Coming back to herself, she clutched the edge of the popcorn bowl. It was an old ceramic one, weighty. If she needed to, she could bash him with it. 

“There’s nothing in there of any value if that’s what you’re thinking, so you can just leave it.” 

He made a strange face like he hadn’t understood her. “Nothing of value?” he repeated. “Who are you?” 

“I’m going to scream. I’ll wake up the whole neighborhood.” 

He hugged the box to his chest and tilted his head, eyes narrowing. “You live here?” 

“Yes, I live here. This is my house and that’s my box and you’d better give it back and take off, because I am serious, I’m totally going to scream.” 

He stood there, waiting with an infuriatingly smug expression on his face. 

But she didn’t scream. 

He had her mark. The one her father, River, had told her grandpa not to let the doctors remove. That had to mean something, didn’t it? And now she was starting to understand what her grandpa had meant when he’d said her father had looked strange. 

This thief boy looked strange. 

It wasn’t just his ultra-white hair or his eyebrows, which were white too—no dark roots—or even his eyes, which were impossibly black. It wasn’t his bizarre primitive-punk outfit either; it was something else entirely. He didn’t quite seem anchored to the world around him, like a paper doll moving through a 3D set, except… the other way around. He looked more real. He seemed to possess another dimension the world around them lacked. 

He stretched his fingers over the back of the box, drumming his thumbs on its sides, looking her over… and over. 

An aggravating blush raced up from her chest, spreading across her face. She zipped her hoodie over her tank top. 

“Are you covering your mark?” he asked. “You can’t really live here… Did Quell send you?” 

“Quell?” 

“What’s your name?” he asked. 

The words came out before she realized what she was saying. 

“Dark Star.” 

She’d meant to say Dee, because that was her name. 

“And you expect me to believe that you live… here?” He gestured back to the house. 

“Yes. That is my house. I live there. And that is my stuff you’re stealing.” 

He snorted. “Of course I’m stealing your ‘stuff.’ You left it lying out. What did you think was going to happen?” 

She took a few steps toward him, holding out her hand. “Give it back and I won’t scream.” 

“Scream all you want,” he said. “You think I can’t outrun a scream?” 

“Outrun…?” She shook her head. “Just give me back the box.” 

“Uh… no.” He eyed her again, in that way he did, like he was searching for something. “You really live here?” 

“Yes!” Her hands went to her head. “Why am I talking to you? You’re a thief.” 

“You don’t have a handler?” 

“Handler?” 

“Who has your Essence Stone?” 

“Essence Stone?” 

“Where were you trained?” 

“Trained?” 

His brow fell. “Stop repeating everything I say.” 

“I will when you say something that makes sense,” she growled, thumping the heel of her hand against her thigh in agitation. 

He stared at her for a long moment. “You’re serious. You don’t know what you are?” 

“What I am, is about to be pissed if you don’t give back my box!” 

“So… you’ve never shifted?” 

“Say what?” 

“And you don’t know about the Crescent or the pathways or anything?” 

“Just give me back the box.” 

He held it up. “You don’t even know what’s really in here, do you?” 

She took a few steps closer. “I know that what’s in there belongs to me and you’ve stolen it.” 

“Yeah, I did. That’s what I do. I steal. That’s what you do too.” 

“No, I don’t.” 

He tapped his finger against the box. “Then how did you get these?” 

“I asked for them,” she said. 

“You what?” 

“I asked for them and people gave them to me.” 

His face grew dark “Don’t lie.” 

“I’m not lying—” 

“Hitch it, Star.” He seemed to take a step toward her, just one, except then, he was right in front of her. He’d crossed fifteen feet before she’d had time to blink. 

She stared, stunned. Not only by the fact that he’d moved so quickly, or that he was taller than her—hardly anyone was taller than her—but… the scent of him. 

She couldn’t pin it down. It was like she’d discovered another way to smell altogether. He was musky, and the clothes he wore, leathery, but he smelled warm and sweet. Her head was spinning again, but this time in a lazier way. 

“Since you’re… whatever you are, I’ll fill you in. The rule is finders keepers.” 

She gaped at him. “What? Are you five?” 

A tick of breath, an almost laugh, passed through his teeth. “You’re worse than a Void. To not know who you are, where you belong, to not have a han—” He cut off his own words, gaze turning inward for a moment. Even his eyelashes were white. Not blond—a thick white that stood out against his dark complexion, made darker by the bruises patchworking his face. 

“Someone really did a number on you,” she said. “Did they catch you stealing their stuff too?” 

His expression was hard to read, something like disgust and annoyance and… 

Half a second passed in which nothing was said, but it seemed much longer than that. Time and space stretched like slow taffy pulls. 

The longest fraction of a second in history. 

All she could think was that no one had white eyelashes or eyes so black or smelled the way he did—more real. She could almost feel the scent sliding over her tongue thick and sweet, like licking a melted trail of vanilla custard off sun-hot skin on a humid July day. 

He flipped a hank of hair away from his eye. 

“You want your box, Star?” he asked. “Come and get it.” 

He took off, racing across the yard, leaping over the fence, toward the front of the house. By the time Dee reacted, he was gone. She dropped the popcorn bowl and ran after him, hobbled by the loose boots that flapped around her calves. She fumbled to open the gate latch. She hurried to the front yard and searched. 

Then she spotted him in the shadow of Mrs. Jensen’s lilacs. 

He stood there, like he’d been waiting for hours, with an impish smirk on his face. Brandishing the box at her, he winked, and then disappeared. 

She hurried down the sidewalk. The neighborhood was eerie in its shadowed silence. She stopped behind the wall of lilacs where the thief had been, but he was gone. Running through the yard, she checked the street, but even with the new super-vision—she could read the license plate of Laura’s dad’s truck parked a block away at the bottom of a hill—the thief was nowhere to be found. 

Vanished. 





Chapter 4 


Cold pain ripped through her chest. 

Her box. It was gone 

It hadn’t just been “stuff.” 

They’d been pieces of the people she cared about most. 

And they’d been stolen. 

She scoured Mrs. Jensen’s yard to be sure she hadn’t missed something. 

“What have we here?” a soft voice said from… somewhere. 

She froze. 

“Hello?” she whispered. 

The shadows grew deeper, darker. 

“Little scout, little scout,” the voice said from the bushes, “let me out.” 

She shuffled closer to the lilacs and peered into the thick clusters of spade-shaped leaves. “Is someone there?” 

Nothing but the darkness of the hedge and a strange terrible stench, like burning plastic bottles and oilcans. 

“Look in between,” said the voice. 

She flinched back. “In between?” She shook head. “Okay, so… I’m losing it. I’m seeing things and hearing things and—” 

“Stop babbling and let me out before she comes.” 

“Before who comes?” 

The voice grumbled. “That scout with the box, you want to find him? He has something that belongs to you?” 

“Yeah. Where did he go? Where are you? Who are you?” She pushed aside the leaves again, looking with a little less focus, or a little more, she couldn’t quite tell. It was like staring at a stereogram, one of those pictures that seems to be nothing but static, until the hidden image inside appears. 

The picture that emerged was that of a tiny, glowing green worm. 

“Let me out, and I will take you to him.” 

“Sweet, I’m talking to a glow bug,” she muttered. “Topping the sane charts for sure, Dee.” 

The worm stretched toward her. She leaned back. 

The longer she looked, the more she saw. 

The worm was tangled in a web. Thin strands appeared… and appeared, stretching on and on—silvery-violet threads with no end. 

She resisted the urge to run screaming. Spiders. Not her favorite arachnid. Actually, she didn’t have any favorites. She disliked all of them equally. 

“You can see me,” the worm said, as if he found this amusing. It sounded like a he—this voice she was attributing to the glowing, squirming creature. “Good,” he said, “now slip your fleshy little finger through the tear,” he said, “and I’ll pull myself through.” 

“What are you?” she asked, leaning closer and then stopping. What was she thinking? Obviously, she wasn’t. She was crazy. That was the only explanation. 

“Tick-tock, tick-tock. Help me out so that I may help you… out.” 

“Help me find my box?” 

“I’ll help you shift so you may find it yourself,” he said. “I can’t do much more at the moment without drawing unwanted attention…” 

“Um, okay,” she muttered, closing her eyes. “Stop, Dee. This is too weird. You need to go back home and go to bed. None of this is real. Disappearing thieves and talking glowworms, not real. Not real. Not real.” 

“Are you finished?” the worm said in a bored tone. “I know you mortal sort are generally dull-witted, but I believe you do understand the nature of temporal matters—” 

“Not real. Not real. Not real.” 

“Stop that!” the worm’s voice boomed, rattling her eardrums and startling her out of her mantra. She stumbled back from the bushes. 

“The longer you stand there babbling, the closer I am to being entombed in another cocoon until the end of the universes,” the worm said. 

“Universe,” she corrected. 

“Think you’re so special, do you?” the worm retorted. “Now stop attempting to think, and free me.” 

“Okay, let’s just say I’m not crazy.” She moved the branches aside again. Once more, the worm appeared, a comma of light barely bigger than her pinkie. “That guy just stole my stuff and then disappeared.” 

The worm seemed to sigh. The sound echoed all around her. 

“That scout, or stealer, as they’re now called,” he said, “took the latents because that is what he does. Yes, he shifted, which is also what he does. Something you would know about if the people on this world weren’t such ludicrous savages. Imagine, removing a scout’s Spirit Mark. An insult, for which this world should be undone, taken back to the primordial ooze from whence it sprung.” 

As the worm muttered in his peculiar way, she inspected the web. The strands appeared to pass through the branches and the leaves themselves, like a hologram. More evidence that this was all just another step on her inevitable journey into madness. She choked up. She didn’t want to lose her mind. 

“What is wrong with your eyes?” the worm asked. 

“Nothing,” she said, wiping away the tears. 

“Let me ask you, little scout,” the worm said, “how long has your kind ruled this world?” 

“Huh?” 

“The humans here, how long have they dominated this sphere? A few thousand years? Do you know how old this universe is?” 

“No.” 

“In all the time humans have ruled this world, how long have they known that… for instance, the moon influences the tides, or that the sun feeds the plants?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“It seems to me you don’t know much.” 

She frowned. “So?” 

“So you’re not alone. None of the humans in this world really understand much of anything, let alone know it. With that in mind, allow me to suggest that you view this moment in your life as one of discovery. You, of all the inconsequential mortals on this planet, have the privilege of discovering something about the nature of this universe none of the others have yet learned. I’m certain many of your kind were called mad when they discovered some new bit of apparent truth. But then, you’re not really of this world, and it was only a matter of time before you realized, and your true nature asserted itself.” 

“What do you mean my true nature?” 

“You are like the other one, the stealer. Though your Mark was taken, the gift remains. The Mark was merely the means of accessing one aspect of that gift. But we can talk about this after you’ve freed me.” 

Dee touched her back. She had been born with a mark, the same one on the thief. That was true. Everybody knew that. And her grandpa had said her father hadn’t wanted the mark to be removed. So, maybe… not crazy? 

She really wanted that to be true. 

“How do I get you out?” she asked, the last of her tears drying as she inspected the worm more closely. As incredible as her vision had suddenly become, his body wasn’t clearer, no matter how much she focused on him. And though she moved closer, he seemed to remain at the same distance. The illusion was giving her a headache. 

“Find the puncture and put your finger through it,” the worm said. “I will use your flesh as a bridge into your plane and out of this one.” 

She recoiled. “My flesh as a bridge?” She didn’t know what that meant, but she didn’t like the sound of it. 

“Just find the hole,” the worm demanded. 

“What hole?” 

“It’s right in front of you,” the worm insisted. “Don’t think, just find it. Just as you found the latents. Feel for it.” 

“A hole in what? A branch?” she asked. 

“I assume that since you’re speaking, you’re also thinking, as much as a creature such as yourself can. Allow me to repeat myself, stop. Stop talking, stop thinking, simply do.” 

She scowled. “Weren’t you the one who asked me for help?” 

The worm twisted. The gossamer threads lit up with his movement, accompanied by a soft tinging noise like silverware on china. But even though she was currently going with the assumption that she wasn’t crazy, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was all in her head. 

The worm stretched what little of his body was free toward her. 

“Here,” he said. 

She took a step back and bent her knees to inspect the spot he was pointing to—nothing but air. She was about to throw another vote into the crazy hat when she saw—or rather, felt—what she could only describe as a tear. 

A hole in the air. 

It was hard to see at first. The way the worm had been hard to see. The more she tried to lock in on it, the less it seemed to be there. But when she relaxed her eyes, it became clear. Like the thinnest film of plastic had been hung up in the air, evident only once she’d spotted the imperfection in it. 

She attempted to prod the surface around the rip, but her finger didn’t meet any resistance—nothing but air. 

“The way you move, one would never know you were a scout,” the worm said in that dull, irritated tone of his. 

“Are all worms this rude?” 

“Oh, no, they’re worse, believe me. I’m being kinder to you than the others would—much.” 

“There are others?” 

“If only you knew.” 

“So why don’t you call them to get you out?” she asked. “Who made this web anyway? What is it, really? What are you?” 

“All in time, little scout. All in time,” the worm said. 

“Maybe I shouldn’t help you,” she said. 

“Do you want your box back or not?” 

Yes, she wanted her box back. Not just wanted, she needed it back. The objects inside were more than junk. It was like the people she cared about had all been kidnapped. Once again, assuming the thief was real and all of this was happening and she wasn’t nuts. 

“Okay,” she said. “But you’re going to help me, right? You’re not going to screw me over or something? If I set you free, you’re not going to just vanish like that guy did.” 

“I will help you, little scout,” the worm replied in a manner that was less than reassuring. 

“Help me find my box,” she said. 

“I will assist you in traveling to the place where you may retrieve your box…” 

“And where’s that? Can’t I just buy a bus ticket?” 

The worm laughed in an even more unsettling manner. 

“Where is it?” she asked again. 

“It is called the Crescent.” 

“And what’s your name?” 

“You may call me Nid.” 

“Nid,” she repeated. “But that’s not really your name, is it?” 

“It is a name I have been called.” 

“What are you?” 

“I am an Unraveler.” 

“What’s that?” 

“First, free me,” the worm said. 

“Where is the Crescent? How are we going to get there? How will I get back?” 

“Oh, so you think ahead,” he said. “How boring.” 

“Where is it?” she asked again. 

“Another world, little scout.” 

“You mean like another planet?” 

“I said what I meant.” 

“So you’re what, like an alien?” That explained the green glow. Maybe all those stories about little green men weren’t so far off, except the aliens weren’t men, they were worms. 

“Do you intend to free me or not?” 

“Fine, but you promise you’re going to help me, right?” she said. 

“Promise?” 

“You don’t know what a promise is?” 

“I know, but do you?” he asked. 

“Yeah. It means you won’t screw me over and take me to some alien planet and leave me there to be probed.” 

“Probed?” 

“I just want my box back,” she said. 

“And you shall have it.” 

“And you’ll make sure I get back here safe and sound, right?” she asked. “Promise?” 

“Hmm…” 

“Well, if you need time to think about it, that web looks like a pretty cozy spot for contemplation.” She stood up, cracking her back, which had grown stiff while she’d been crouched, peering into a bush, talking to a glowworm that probably didn’t really exist. “And I’m sure whatever alien spider left it there for you won’t be coming around any time—” 

“You have no idea what you’re asking,” Nid said. 

“You’re right.” She bent to zip up her boots. “I’m not even convinced this is really happening. But if it is, if a worm from another world is telling me that I have to go with him to get my box back, then I’d like to know that once I have my box I’ll be able to get home again. I’m not about to end up like Dorothy skipping around Oz looking for the wizard. I don’t do musicals.” 

“A promise is a bond, little scout,” Nid said. “Bonds have unexpected consequences… You do not understand what that means.” 

“Oh, so you’re worried about me?” 

“I’m only giving you fair warning,” he said. “But of course… if that’s your wish. I promise. I shall do all in my power to see you home safely.” 

She squatted again, inspecting the tear and the glowing creature beyond it. 

If he was real, if all of this was real, if he was telling the truth, if she wasn’t crazy, then what? Was she prepared to travel to another world with a worm that had the most discomfiting laugh she’d ever heard, for a box? 

Laura was perfectly happy laughing her fake laugh. Her grandma didn’t even want her needle back or her ability to help others. She was content watching cooking shows and pestering her husband to put the house up for sale so they could move to Nashville. Danny didn’t really need his belief in Norse gods, in magic, did he? 

Nid had grown very still. His light seemed to dim. Was her delusion at its end? Would she blink to find herself staring into Mrs. Jensen’s lilacs, looking at nothing but twigs and leaves, talking to nothing but ordinary ladybugs? 

The threads of the web pulsed with pale silver light. The longer she watched, the stronger the light grew. 

“Nid, what’s going on?” 

He didn’t respond. 

The web bounced around him, though he wasn’t moving. 

And that’s when she saw the spider. 

First instinct: Run. 

The translucent creature glided over the web, its legs moving together in a smooth ballet of creepiness. Its oil-black eyes, all too-many of them, appeared to be fixed on the little lump of diminishing light that was Nid. He was curled so tightly it looked as though he were trying to consume himself. 

The closer the spider came, the bigger it was. Shelob’s crystalline sister. 

Dee’s pulse thrummed. She didn’t think. She couldn’t. Not with a spider the size of a small car moving toward her. 

She stuck her finger through the tear. “Nid, hurry!” 

But her words were moot, because the moment she’d pushed her finger through the puncture—which gave her the dual sensation of her finger going numb and being crushed all at once—Nid sprang outwards, his glow flaring, blinding her. The spider let out a high-pitched screech that pierced Dee’s ears and went straight into the jelly of her brain like a stick blender, scrambling her senses. 

Pain split through her finger, and she was thrown back. 

She blinked, staring up at the fading stars, grimacing from the fall and the ringing in her ears. 

After a moment, she sat up, searching the bushes, the dewy grass of Mrs. Jensen’s yard. 

No webs. No spiders. No Nid. 

“Nid?” she called softly. 

She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to answer. 

“Right here, little scout,” he said. 

She looked down and found him wrapped around her finger like a glow-stick ring. 

A faint tingle flowed up her arm, like she’d put her hand against the hood of a car with a running engine. 

As she lifted her hand, he peeled away and dropped into the grass. 

“Very good,” he said, that smiling curl to his voice. “Now… Where were we?” 

She kneaded her temple, her head throbbing. What was she doing? This couldn’t be real, could it? 

“Ah yes… my promise,” Nid was saying. 

While she tried to convince herself one last time this was all a dream, his glow grew. 

By the time she noticed the circle of green light that had formed under her, it was too late. 

“Nid, what—” 

She fell. 





Chapter 5 


A split second of breath-stealing free fall before she landed flat on her face. 

A phlegmy chuckle greeted her. “Lovely. Who taught you to shift? An educer?” 

She groaned. 

The ground under her was dark green, slightly reflective, hard as concrete but smooth as glass, and landing on it hurt like the worst belly flop ever. 

Peeling herself off the ground, rubbing her stinging stomach, she started to look around but experienced a sudden blackout of her senses—overload. 

She dropped back onto her hands. Full body rush. Head swimming. Ears filled with crashing-wave noise. Eyes stinging and watering. 

Then, just as abruptly, her senses returned—sharper, cleaner, but still oversaturated. 

The air was cool, but promised to be warmer soon. The taste of it painted layers on her tongue. Heavy with oxygen and a bit sweet, sprinkled with a bite of salt—the primal, ever-cool pungency of a big body of water close by. Then the scents of civilization: melted animal fat sizzling in a pan; cold stone growing warmer in the rising sunlight; wood smoke, spicy and dizzying. 

She sat back on her heels and blinked her eyes into focus. 

Then she blinked again. 

And again. 

She kept searching for something to latch on to, something familiar. 

But all she found were bits and pieces—a rectangular window, a doorknob, a chimney. 

The window was set into a beehive-shaped… building. She could only assume it was a building. And the doorknob was fixed to a strange globular wall that might also have been a building, though it was hard to be sure since it looked more like a huge hill of spilled concrete. The chimney jutted slantwise out of a spindly, leaning glass tower encased in wood scaffolding. Smoke wafted gently from the chimney pipe, up into a field of thin fuchsia- and violet-hued clouds. 

She squinted. 

Was that the sky? Everything was so disorienting, she wasn’t comfortable naming any of it. 

And the more she tried to make sense of the mishmash, the more she felt the sticky fingers of panic stirring up her stomach. And the more she came to realize, strange as everything was, it was all very real. 

The ground underneath her. The bizarre buildings and alien sky. 

She covered her mouth. 

“Please, do not evacuate your internals on my street,” that same phlegmy voice said. 

She turned toward the voice. 

What she had assumed to be a garbage sack, with a shiny box tossed on top of it, moved. The metallic bag rustled. A gloved hand brought a slender, silvery tube up to a narrow slot in the box. Puffs of pungent smoke billowed out and coiled around her. 

She coughed, gagging. 

“Unraveler eat through your tongue, stealer?” the voice behind the box asked. “Or has the Apex finally agreed to let the handlers cut them out?” More phlegmy laughter. The whole crinkly sack shook. “They’d ring the bells for that, I warrant.” 

A sound, an almost-word escaped her mouth, something along the lines of “Gah.” 

“No bodies on the road!” a voice hollered behind her. 

Leaping to her feet, she scrambled out of the way as a giant slug barreled toward her. The creature’s googly eyes—the size of her fists—rolled wildly. 

She stumbled and crashed onto her butt next to the snorting, coughing, jiggling sack with the box head. 

The opalescent slug slucked by at the speed of a galloping horse, pulling a wagon piled high with crates. The driver, a man with a creased brown face and glossy black hair that fanned at the back of his head in a spiky halo, sneered at her as he flew by, waving what appeared to be an umbrella with a hooked end at her in a threatening manner. 

Fixed to the back of the wagon was a thin scraper that pushed the slug’s trail of mucus toward the gutter in a syrupy, glistening wave. 

The slug passed under a giant metal insect spanning the street—a bridge? 

The driver thrust his umbrella upwards. The hook caught a ring suspended under the chitinous structure. A waterfall of goo splooshed down over the slug. The driver popped open his umbrella to deflect the drippings as the wagon passed under the bridge and climbed the hill past the maybe-buildings. 

“Terrible, this drought,” the sack commented conversationally. “Heard they’re rationing the oil supplies to bring in more slick for the slugs. If you ask me, they ought to conscript a few more stealers to take up the slack.” 

She dropped her head into her hands. “Okay, just breathe. Everything is okay.” 

“Looks like I’ve found a likely candidate right here,” the sack remarked. 

It leaned over her. Its cube head blotted out the light. Then he tapped the corner of his box with the tip of his finger and the cube opened, releasing a cloud of scintillating smoke. Sparks crackled and snapped. The face behind the box was craggy and narrow, like a mountain ridgeline, but at least he had a face. He squinted down at her. 

“Close call on your errand, stealer-girl?” he asked. “I’d be glad to send a rat for your handler—there’s usually a few scampering around—for a price, of course.” He turned to scan the street. 

She gazed up at him for a long moment, focusing only on his deeply lined skin and the wiry hairs crawling out of his nostrils. 

He was real. He appeared to be human. Not alien at all. 

She resisted the urge to touch him just to be sure. But the driver had appeared human too. That is, head, eyes, mouth, arms, legs, everything where it was supposed to be. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting—actually, she hadn’t been expecting anything because she hadn’t fully considered what it might mean to travel to another world with… 

“Nid!” 

Sack-man flinched back as she pushed to her feet. 

The ground under her looked a bit like cobblestone, except it had a spring to it, bouncing under her as she hurried to the curb. 

The street was dark and smooth. No sign of Nid. 

Had he been slug-squashed? Panic started twisting up her insides again. 

“I’m here,” Nid whispered. 

She let out a sigh, searching around. Behind her, the sack-man was muttering in a grumpy tone. 

“Where?” she asked. 

“Where what?” the sack-man demanded. 

“In your hair,” Nid murmured. 

She cringed, tensing. “In my hair?” The idea of an alien worm in her hair made the thought of dog poop almost appealing. 

“I must stay close to you and hidden for a time,” he said. “Until we see how we might make the best use of our little bargain.” 

“Bargain?” she asked, her fingers itching to dig him out of her hair. 

“Who are you talking to?” the sack-man demanded. “And why’s your Mark covered? That some extract mirage?” He shifted back and forth behind her, like he was trying to see through the “mirage.” 

“Okay,” she said, ignoring the sack-man. “Now what?” 

“Now you find your box,” Nid said. 

“Find it how?” Her gaze skated up and down the sloped street. “This place is schizo.” She laughed humorlessly. “Or maybe it’s me. Still could be all in your head, Dee.” 

“Clear off, why don’t you?” the sack-man barked at her. “You’re in the way of my customers.” 

She looked around—the sidewalk was empty. “What customers?” 

“Ah, smart-mouthed little… off!” The sack rustled as he popped up to his feet. 

She rushed away, up the hill. 

“Mincemen,” Nid sneered as they left the sack-man behind, “the lowliest of the leader breed that can still claim status.” 

She passed a tall, narrow structure covered in spikes that had no apparent windows or entrance. Next door was a small, white sphere of a building, emanating soft light. 

“Why is everything here so… mixed up?” she asked. 

“This area is known as the Scythe. It lies closest to the Boats,” Nid said. “People here make do with what is left over and unwanted by those higher on the curve. Have you sensed your latents yet?” 

“Latents? Why do you keep calling them that?” She was grateful the streets were empty, or appeared to be. She eyed every stack of boxes she passed warily, wondering if there might be a person hidden inside. 

“Because that is what they’re called here.” Could a worm roll its eyes? His tone suggested that if he could, he was. “Latents are physical objects imbued with an attribute.” 

Her head was starting to hurt. She thumped her fist rhythmically against her thigh as she walked up the hill. She passed the black, insect-like bridge, hoping it wouldn’t prove to be alive too. 

“Attributes?” she asked. 

“A kind of energy,” Nid replied. 

“Like Danny’s pencil,” she said, stopping at the next bridge that spanned the road. A much more recognizable one made of stone. 

He didn’t respond. 

She stood at the foot of the bridge and then glanced up the hill, then back to the bridge. A warm tingle rippled over her skin, leading her. She started over the bridge. As she moved, the prickling sensation increased—tugging currents of electricity racing up her arms and down her back. 

“You have the knack,” Nid commented when they’d crossed the street. 

“Knack?” she asked. 

She slipped through the thin space between two more “buildings.” One appeared to be nothing more than a hallway’s width of stone, the other a toddler’s design of geometric shapes in various vivid hues stacked haphazardly—sphere here, cube there, cylinder at the corner. 

“It leads you to what you seek,” he said. “A part of the gift of the Mark.” 

As she moved steadily uphill, crossing bridges, she waited for a sense of wonder or excitement to hit her. She was in a new world. A world that her father, most likely, inhabited. 

But all she felt was apprehension. 

She didn’t know anything about this world or how it worked or what dangers might be lurking. It had been a long time since she’d felt so young and inexperienced and overwhelmed. 

And it didn’t help that this place was inciting a whole mess of haywire responses within her. She had the strangest urge to run, not because she was afraid or in hurry, but because her legs simply seemed juiced up and in need of a release. Her scars itched like crazy. She hadn’t put any lotion on them and dry scars tended to crack and bleed. But this wasn’t the usual irritation. It was deeper than that, like her bones were itching. 

She rounded a metal, silo-like building and came to a halt. 

People. Lots of them. 

“The Lower Horn’s Morning Market,” Nid commented. 

Wagons and carts. Boxes and crates. Colorful and shining canopies fluttering and snapping in the breeze. 

The market was set up in a circular city plaza, surrounded by bigger buildings that remained, nonetheless, a discordant meld of this-and-that. 

But if she’d thought the buildings were strange, it was only because she hadn’t seen very many people yet. A few wore clothes similar to what the thief had worn, scraps of leather stitched up and wound around their bodies. One woman jogged by, her hair a glowing magenta, her skin a shade of burnt caramel. She cast Dee a sidelong look—her eyes were red too. On her exposed back, a mark. 

Another slug-wagon was parked across the street. A brawny man and woman unloaded crates of neon green balls—toys or food? The woman’s hair was braided to her scalp, dangling in long whips over her broad shoulders, swinging around her narrow waist. The man looked like he had soot smeared around his eyes. His black hair was sheared close in the back. The front was swept to one side like a fringe of straw. He was massive, one arm clad in leather, bound by a strap that cut across the taut swells of his chest. 

When he noticed her staring, he blew her a kiss. 

She ducked her head and started toward the nearest bridge. 

“Just find your box and you can go home,” she muttered to herself. 

The idea of other worlds was interesting, but she didn’t want to know anything about this place. She wasn’t a part of it, no matter who her father was. She wasn’t curious. This world was too thick with scents, too vivid with color, too full of strange people. Too much, too dangerous, too… other. 

She crossed the bridge and slipped into the busy market, trying to keep her eyes down, but failing. 

“Salt, young stealer?” a bosomy woman asked. She was as shiny and dark as the street, with swirls of sparkling emerald-green hair that matched her eyes and the scintillating piles of salt on her table. Something in her voice pulled at Dee. “Best green salt in all the worlds,” she purred. “Keep you swift and stealthy.” 

“No, thanks,” Dee said reluctantly. Although… she did like salt… 

“Foolish scout,” Nid chided. His voice broke the spell the vendor seemed to have cast, and she tore her eyes away from salt stall. “Do not be so easily swayed, else you’ll not traverse the length of this market before you lose your shirt. Focus.” 

“Right.” She picked up her pace. It was difficult not to stare at the myriad of people and their bizarre goods. 

At the end of the row of stalls, a wiry man flashed a smile at her—literally. Light burst from his teeth like a camera flash, blinding her. 

She blinked away the white splotches as he was about to ladle a fuzzy brown glob into her hand. 

She snatched her hand back. “What is that?” 

The man stopped smiling. Before he could hit her with his stupefying smile again, she turned and ran out of the square, away from the market. It felt good to run. It cleared her head. 

Darting around a corner, she tripped over a pile of rubbish heaped against a wall. Catching herself before she landed on her face again, she heard Nid muttering in annoyance. 

“Sorry, Nid—” 

She glanced over at the garbage heap only to find it looking back at her. 

Again, not garbage—a person. A young man, surrounded by sacks of all sizes, leather and plastic and one that looked like a rock. She’d tripped over his leg, but he hardly seemed concerned. 

He stared at her through cables of black dreadlocks. In the twisted ropes of his hair was an odd assortment of decorations: a feather, a coin… a bubble-gum wrapper? He was broad-shouldered, but thin. As she gazed at him, his eyes changed color, from dull brown to clear honey-gold. Just like that. And of all the weird things that had happened to her in the last few hours, this unsettled her more than any of them. 

She stepped back. “Sorry. I didn’t see you.” 

“I know you,” he said in a beautiful, husky voice that stopped her dead. 

Pulse thrumming, she couldn’t tell if she was scared or blushing. “I really don’t think you do.” 

The corner of his mouth curved upwards as he stood. 

More feathers were pinned to his ragged brown coat amongst unidentifiable bits of metal and glass. Beads and shells and stones clacked as he moved, strung on leather and rough-looking twine. Holes in his dingy shirt showed an even filthier shirt beneath. His pants, too, were hole-ridden and dust-stiffened and studded with bric-a-brac. An earthy musk wafted off him, not sour like body odor, but damp and thick, reminding her of the upturned soil after her grandpa tilled the garden in the spring. 

Thinking of her grandpa made her heart twinge. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll see him again.” 

“I will? I mean… Who are you?” 

He didn’t really know what she’d been thinking? Did he? 

“I’m Dusk,” he said. “And you’re Dark Star.” He grinned. “Dee.” 

She gaped. “I… How did you know that?” 

Oh no. Could people here read her thoughts? 

“You’re looking for Verge,” he said. 

“Verge?” 

“He’s a stealer. One of the best,” Dusk said. “Quell’s waiting for him. Quell and Eclipse. You’re here to help him.” 

“Help him? Who? Wait… You mean the kid who stole my box?” she asked. “Is that who you’re talking about?” 

His eyes changed hue again, darkening to a shiny copper. She was more than a little freaked out, but at the same time, she couldn’t move—her legs were like concrete. 

“The Unraveler brought you here. Just like in the beginning…” He seemed to lose focus. 

“So… this kid, Verge?” she asked. “He’s the one who stole my box—tall, white hair, smug?” 

Dusk straightened his shoulders, his gaze drifting to the bustling street. A woman passed, hair coiffed in elaborate Medusa coils interwoven with huge diamond flowers. On the sidewalk behind her, her shadow was studded with diamonds too. 

Dee blinked and looked again. Yep, diamonds on her shadow. 

She put her hands up at either side of her face to block out the crowds. Her movement made Dusk flinch, like a startled cat. 

“Sorry,” she said as he cowered from her. 

He slunk back to the wall. 

“Does Verge live around here?” she asked. “Is he close by?” 

Dusk’s eyes faded to flat brown again. He huddled once more amongst his nest of bags, hugging his knees. But his gaze flicked up, across the street, to a wall crawling with ivy and topped by a spiral of what looked like glass barbed wire. “Verge. Bog House.” He buried his head against his knees, growling. 

“Are you okay?” She took a step toward him, but he winced again and she stopped. “Sorry,” she said gently. “Thanks.” 

She backed away, turning and threading through the crowd. 

“Poor kid.” She crossed the bridge to the other side of the street. “I think he’s homeless.” 

“Of course he’s homeless,” Nid said in a barely audible whisper. “There’s no place for untrainable seers.” 

“Great,” she muttered as she approached the ivy-covered wall. On closer inspection, it wasn’t ivy but some kind of mutant moss with leaves. “Good to know my world’s not the only one with issues.” 

“This is your world, little scout.” 

“No, it’s not,” she said firmly. “My world is the one you’re going to take me back to as soon as I get my box, remember?” 

“I am aware of my promise,” he replied coolly. 

Walking alongside the wall, she came to an alley. She peeked into its shadows. At least it didn’t look big enough for a slug to squeeze into. 

Tingling from head to toe, she might as well have been plugged into an electrical socket. 

“Found what you were looking for?” Nid asked. 

“I think so.” In the morning light, the coils atop the wall glinted warningly. “He’s here, I think.” 

“Good,” Nid said. “Now let’s find out how much of a scout you truly are.” 





Chapter 6 



Slipping deeper into the alley, she located a door amid the ivy. Of course, it had no apparent handle. She gave it a push, but nothing happened. 

“How am I supposed to get in?” she asked. “Don’t suppose I can just knock and ask nicely for my box back?” 

“Now is the time to discover why a scout should need to be so tall,” Nid said. 

“You want me to jump?” She pointed at the coils. “What about the barbed wire, or whatever that spiky, pain-inflicting stuff is up there?” 

He shifted, wiggling above her ear, giving her icky chills. 

“It’s not real,” he said. 

She studied the coils. If she turned her head slightly, they disappeared. “What’s the point of fake barbed wire?” 

“What is the point of any of it? Are you jumping or not?” 

With a deep breath, she swung her arms a couple of times, bouncing to get the feel of the leap. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d jumped since she’d quit gymnastics. Pretty much everything was within reach. 

“Here we go,” she said. 

She sprang upwards. Her palms slapped the top of the wall, but she slid down again, stumbling backwards and into the wall on the other side of the alley. 

Nid let out a soft sound that might’ve been laughter. 

She gritted her teeth and straightened up. “I’m just rusty, that’s all.” 

Once more, she leapt. This time she caught the ledge, but then struggled to pull herself up. After some cursing and scrabbling, her toe lodged in one of the mortar joints. She heaved herself up onto the top of the wall. The building on the other side was built right up against it. 

Made of stone, the house was three or four stories—hard to tell since the windows weren’t aligned but scattered as if someone had flung them randomly. 

Getting to her feet, she turned back to the building and focused once more on the tugging—the knack, as Nid had called it—that had guided her here. 

Her gaze slid up to a window farther along. One of its shutters was ajar. 

Heel-to-toe, she walked along the ledge toward the window, her feet passing right through the illusion of glass wire. 

Once she was beneath the window, she stretched on her tip-toes, but fell short. She would have to jump again, only this time the ground was much farther away. 

When she hesitated, Nid asked, “Is there a problem?” 

“I can’t reach it,” she replied. “Maybe there’s another way. On the other side of the building—” 

“You mean to tell me you’re thinking again?” he asked. 

“Yeah…” 

His laughter had an edge that made her want to yank him out of her hair and squash him under her heel. 

“That must come from your mother’s side,” he remarked. “Now, stop thinking and climb.” 

“You’re kind of a jerk, you know that?” she said as she turned to study the window again. 

Her insult only provoked another bout of laughter—more unsettling than before. 

She bounced on her toes. Her fingers bumped the shutter, and with a flick she nudged it open. No glass behind, not even a screen. Bugs and cold must not have been a problem in the Crescent. Lucky for her. 

Don’t think. Don’t think. 

She leapt and grabbed the window ledge. But before she could exhale with relief, she found herself hanging, straight-armed, and with no toeholds to give her a boost. 

“The longer you dawdle, the farther away your box is likely to be,” Nid remarked. 

“Do I look like I’m dawdling?” she said between her teeth. “Why don’t you get off the Dee-bus and give me a hand? Oh… that’s right, you don’t have any hands.” 

As she was snarling at him, she somehow pulled herself up. The space between the locked shutter and the open one was just big enough for her to slide through. 

The tug was overwhelming now—she was breaking out in goose bumps all over. 

Once inside, her improved eyesight peeled away the shadows with ease. 

The room was small—a bed against the wall, a metal sink next to the door, a dresser by the window, a long mirror in one corner. No pictures, no trinkets, nothing to suggest that anyone lived there at all. 

She crept toward the door, but stopped when she heard muffled voices. She cocked her head as she listened. Her heart doubled its pace—Verge. His arrogant voice was branded into her brain. 

“I’m not avoiding it. Why would I do that?” he asked. “I have plenty of time.” 

“If Bog finds out you came back—” a softer voice said. 

“Don’t tell him, then,” Verge said, right outside the door. 

Dee backed up and searched for a place to hide, noticing then that she’d left the shutter open. She hurried across the room, closed the shutter, and then slid behind the standing mirror, shrinking into the corner and willing herself to be invisible. 

The door opened. 

“He had them throw everything out,” the softer voice said, female, younger. 

Verge snorted. “Don’t bet on it.” 

The mirror was a heavy oval on a wooden stand. Dee had to crouch to keep her head from poking over the top of it. She reduced her breathing to a shallow trickle. But the vibrations from her box were pulling at her, making her hands sweat and her toes wriggle. 

There was a grunt and some scraping—wood on wood. 

“What’s that?” the girl asked. 

“Nothing important,” Verge said. 

“You can’t go there,” the girl said. 

“What choice do I have, Crystal? Got an idea? I’d love to hear it.” 

The bed creaked. 

Dee stiffened. 

In the corner of her eye, she saw Verge sit down. He had a leather bag slung across his body. And her box was in it, she was sure. 

He set a wooden box on his lap, opened it, and took out a small bundle. 

“People disappear there. They never come back,” Crystal said. 

He shook his head. “I thought educers knew better than to listen to rumors.” 

“We listen. Most of them aren’t true. But some are.” Crystal’s voice wavered. “My father was recruited by Quell.” 

He looked up, frowning at the girl Dee couldn’t see. 

“You never told me that,” he said. 

“That’s because there’s nothing to tell. One day, he was there, and the next, he was gone. I never saw him again. Not even a message.” 

“Sorry,” he said. 

Dee doubted he would just put his bag down. But how was she supposed to get it off of him? He was evidently some great stealer. She wasn’t a stealer. She’d never stolen anything in her life. 

But he had her box and she was going to get it back… 

Don’t think. Just do. 

She pushed the mirror aside and lunged at Verge. 

The mirror crashed, shattering. 

Crystal yelped. 

Dee tackled Verge. 

Together, they rolled over the foot of the bed to the floor. 

In the tussle, she tugged the strap of the bag over his head. Scrambling to her feet, she thought she was free, but before it slid off his arm completely, he caught it. 

They each held on to the strap. The bag swung between them. 

He gaped at her, still on his knees. 

“I don’t believe it,” he huffed. 

She yanked on the bag, but his grip was firm. 

“This is mine,” she growled. 

“Is this one of your friends?” Crystal asked. 

The girl edged toward the door, entering into Dee’s view. She was round faced, wearing a stiff blue dress that swallowed her slight frame. She kept close to the wall, blending in with the shadows like a mouse. 

“Star’s just a sore loser,” Verge said, black eyes hot as burning coal. 

Dee gave the bag a tug. “I didn’t lose anything. You stole it!” 

“Of course I did!” 

They glared at each other, neither moving. 

Then, pounding footsteps thundered in the hall. Crystal stopped slinking toward the door. She was nearly flattened when it flew open and two massive figures swelled into view. 

Dee didn’t flinch. She wasn’t going to let go, no matter how ugly and threatening anybody was. 

Verge, too, held his ground, though his eyes were flicking back and forth between her and the thugs. But she was wholly focused on her box. 

“Stealer, what are you doing here?” the female goon asked Verge. “You don’t belong here anymore.” 

“Aw, but Cloud, I missed you,” Verge said. “Our talks, our late night meetings in the alley, I thought we had something special.” 

The male one snickered. Cloud’s face darkened. 

“I think you’re pissing her off,” Dee said. 

Verge shrugged, giving her an impish grin. 

“Think you’re cute?” Cloud growled. “Let’s see how cute you are when I’m done with you.” 

Cloud shouldered her hulking counterpart aside and charged into the room. Broken glass crunched under her boots. 

Verge sprang up, scrambling over the bed and away from Cloud, dragging Dee with him. 

Stumbling, she spotted the bundle Verge had taken from his own wooden box. He must’ve dropped it when she’d tackled him. She snatched it up. 

When she stood, she found herself face-to-face with Cloud. 

The female thug was easily four inches taller and a foot wider at the shoulders than Dee. Her gray-and-red coat wrapped around her body, drawing attention to the big and the wide. Red streaks had been smeared around her eyes in hasty swipes, like war paint, or really bad eye shadow. She poked Dee hard in the shoulder. 

“You don’t belong here either,” she snarled. 

Dee was pushed back, slipping over the pieces of broken mirror and falling into Verge, who had edged behind her. 

They wrestled for the bag again. 

The strap wound around her forearm and cut into her skin. She struggled to regain her footing on the shards of glass, but her feet kept sliding out from under her. She ended up with her back to the wall, caught in a tug-of-war. 

“Look what I have.” She waggled the leather bundle at Verge. 

The briefest look of panic flitted across his face. 

Crystal darted forward and grabbed for the bundle. 

Dee pulled it away, tucking it into her palm. 

Crystal shrank back, hands balling to her chest. Under a heavy fringe of hair, her eyes were big, her face like a porcelain doll’s. 

Verge swung Dee around and slammed her into the corner where the mirror had stood. 

“This is fun,” the male thug said. “I’ve never seen two stealers fight before.” 

“They’re not fighting,” Cloud sneered. “They’re trysting. Don’t you know anything? That’s the only time stealers touch each other. We’ve got to get them out of here.” 

Dee wrapped her arms around the box, hugging it to her chest. Verge was trying to wrest it from her, their faces inches apart. 

“She’s sort of single-minded, isn’t she?” she said of Cloud. 

“She should be so lucky,” he said with a smirk. 

They both grunted as they fought for the box, neither giving in. 

“I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “Whatever this is”—she let the end of the bundle poke above the top of her hand—“for my box.” 

“Stealers don’t make deals,” he said. 

“Then you’re not getting this back,” she said, clutching the bundle tight. “See how you like it.” 

He went still for a second, his gaze combing her in that blush-inspiring way. The tingling redoubled into crackling currents. 

Then his hand shot into her hair. 

“Hey! Ow!” she cried as he ripped hairs loose. 

He paled, his grip loosening. He gaped at the little green worm twisting between his fingertips. 

Cloud barked out a laugh. “Stealer’s got bugs in her hair!” 

“Crystal, one of your jars, quick,” Verge said. 

Crystal scurried forward, pulling a small silvery jar from the pocket of her oversized dress. She removed the stopper and held the jar out to Verge. In a flash, he stuffed Nid inside. 

Crystal jammed the stopper back in, and Verge took the jar. 

“What was that?” Crystal breathed. 

Dee swiped at the jar, but Verge jerked back, stumbling over the fallen mirror stand. 

Cloud’s hand clamped around his bicep. “Why don’t you let us take you back to your new handler?” 

He pulled against Cloud. “No! Wait! I need my bag!” 

Cloud glared at Dee, like she could pummel her with her eyes. 

Dee edged toward the window. She had her box back, everything was okay… except Verge had Nid stuffed in a jar. 

It had all happened so quickly… 

“Nid?” she called. 

Verge’s hand tightened around the jar. His face hardened. “Give me the box.” 

“No way,” she said through her teeth. 

“You collecting bugs now, stealer?” Cloud said to Verge, her nose wrinkling. “Come on.” She started to haul him away. 

“I need that box!” He struggled against Cloud, but the young woman was built like an ox and barely seemed to notice his attempts to wrench free. 

The quavering sheen in his dark eyes made Dee hesitate. “Just give me one of the latents!” he pleaded. “You don’t under—” Cloud wrapped her arm around his throat, cutting him off. 

He thrashed against her. 

The male goon stepped toward her. Shirtless and twice as wide as his partner, his eyes were dull, a general aura of menace surrounding him. 

“Take care of her,” Cloud said to the male thug as she dragged Verge out of the room. “I’m going to return this trash to Minister Quell.” 

Dee pushed open the shutter and clambered out the window. 

The thug lunged for her. He was powerfully built, but awfully slow. 

She dropped to the wall without thinking about the descent or what might happen if she stumbled off the narrow ledge. 

She had to get Nid back. 

Otherwise, how was she going to get home? 





Chapter 7 


Cloud had knocked Verge out and was hauling him over her shoulder like a bag of charcoal. Dee might’ve been impressed by her strength if she hadn’t been busy having an inner freak-out. The only thing she could do to keep the inner from becoming outer was to remain focused on Verge. 

This kid was causing her way too much trouble. 

Through the alien city, she followed them all morning, uphill. Her thighs burned and her eyes were heavy, begging for a nap, but she didn’t let Verge’s too-white head out of her sight. All the while, her lockbox banged against her leg. She wanted to dump the box, but she couldn’t stop and risk losing track of Cloud. 

A part of her was hoping the jar with Nid inside would drop out of whatever pocket Verge had stashed it in. But after the first hour or so, she gave up on that hope. After all, he was a stealer. He probably wouldn’t have put stolen goods where they would just fall out. 

The city was built upon broad terraces carved from the mountainside. The higher they went, the more foliage there was—thick, fragrant, tropical plants—plenty of cover for her to duck behind whenever Cloud stopped to readjust her grip on Verge or turned a corner and glanced down the street in Dee’s direction. 

And the farther they traveled, the more of her panic leaked out. 

Nid was the one who had told her to stop thinking. Great advice. Now he was stuck in a jar, and she was stuck in this world, unless she could rescue him. 

As the sun started to beat straight down on top of her, they entered a nice, shady park. 

She wiped the sweat from her forehead, trying not to think about how long it had been since she’d last had a drink of water. 

People in monochromatic attire—white, gray, black, or some metallic variation—strolled by at a leisurely pace, only occasionally shooting her a scrutinizing glance. She didn’t have to be from this world to know that she’d entered the posh part of town. If she’d felt out of place before, she felt even more so amongst the Crescent’s upper crust. 

While they were much less colorfully dressed than the people in the market, they were no less bizarre. Either their clothes billowed or were so stiff they looked like they were wearing Lego blocks. Hair was generally slicked back, fixed with metal skewers; some wore strange face coverings like the sack-man. One woman’s face was lost behind a sheer sleeve of fabric, a huge set of white wings spreading out from the back of her head as if it were about to lift from her neck and take flight. A number of people were distractingly beautiful. So much so, Dee’s mind went blank looking at them. Others simply made her knees buckle, their presence demanding that she kneel before them. 

Her best defense was to simply keep her eyes on Cloud and Verge and block everything else out. She succeeded for a time, distracted only when she glimpsed a fountain, nestled in a grotto off the path. Her parched throat begged her to stop, but she forced her attention again to Cloud—until they broke from the cover of the park. 

In spite of her best intentions, she found herself gaping again. 

Off in the distance, rising above all, was a great black pyramid. It gleamed wetly in the sunlight, like melting wax. 

She was so awestruck she nearly lost Cloud, who had not once wavered from her straight-ahead pace. 

The neighborhood was unmistakably an enclave of privilege. Walls and gates everywhere. Behind them, buildings peeked out… mini-estates. They were uniform in their rounded-edge style, all the same chalky white stone. Next to the glossy dark roads and looming pyramid, the contrast was startling. 

But her awe was short-lived as she found herself utterly exposed on the sidewalk. All of the plants in this neighborhood were trapped behind walls, leaving her no place to hide. 

At that moment, Cloud stopped at a gate. 

Dee dashed behind the only cover available—a carriage-type conveyance sitting idle on the street. Creeping alongside it, she found herself next to one of those giant slugs that had almost run her down earlier. 

The creature, oozing syrupy, sweet-scented goo, gazed down at her, bulbous eyes like puddles of gasoline—rainbow swirls. 

“Nice… giant slug-thing,” she murmured. “Please don’t… slime me.” 

A soft, pleasant hum issued from the creature’s thick neck. 

Crouching, she peeked around it toward the gate. 

Cloud dumped Verge on the ground. He slumped, still unconscious. 

“Brought him all the way from the Scythe myself,” Cloud announced to whoever had opened the gate—Dee couldn’t see from her vantage. 

“Yes…” The voice on the other side was as flat as a fresh sheet of blank paper. 

“Can’t let these stealers get out of hand.” Cloud kicked Verge. 

Dee winced. The slug’s body rippled and a fresh puddle of clear goop globbed onto the road. She edged away as it spread. Her nose wrinkled, though she was the one who stank. She’d put on fresh deodorant after her shower, but that had been a day and a world ago. 

“Yes. We’ll see to him,” the voice said. 

“He broke back into Bog House,” Cloud continued. “He’s not wanted there anymore. I got orders from Master Bog not to let him in.” 

“Yes…” 

“I brought him back here—” 

“Yes…” 

“It’s a long way from the Scythe,” Cloud said. 

Dee rolled her eyes. 

While Cloud went round and round, trying unsuccessfully to receive payment for her trouble, Dee scanned the wall. It was lower than the one she’d climbed earlier and without any illusory barbed wire. 

“You there! Shove off!” The carriage driver barked down at her as he climbed into his seat. 

She backed up. He prodded the slug with his hooked umbrella. He eyed her suspiciously from behind a prism-cut monocle, but she was too busy searching for another hiding place to be bothered by his scowl. 

Nothing but white walls. 

Briefly, she considered running alongside the carriage until she could duck around a corner. But the slug zipped away before she’d made up her mind, leaving her utterly exposed and standing dumbly in the middle of the otherwise empty street. 

To her surprise, Cloud was no longer at the gate. She was halfway down the block, storming away with her shoulders bunched up, muttering under her breath. Apparently, she hadn’t gotten what she wanted. 

The gate was closed and Verge, gone. 

While the street was still deserted, Dee raced and jumped, reaching for the top of the wall. 

She yelped as her hand was sliced open. 

She fell back to the ground. A ripple of glittering light flashed along the top of the wall, invisible crystalline coils revealing themselves briefly—real ones this time. 

Then they were invisible again. 

Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back. Blood pooled in her palm. Though the cut was long, it was shallow. 

She took out her grandpa’s hunting knife and cut the sleeve of her hoodie off at the elbow. 

Wrapping her hand, she followed along the property wall into a narrow alley. At the end was a shorter wall. In other words, dead end. 

She paced down the alley and back toward the street again. No entrances. At least none she could see. Picking up a pebble, she flicked it at the top of the wall. The stone struck the coils, which flickered into visibility for a split second before vanishing again. 

The pebble bounced back to the ground. 

Standing there, grinding her teeth, she tried to come up with a plan. 

But who was she kidding? 

She was a seventeen-year-old girl alone in an alien world. She couldn’t even pass driver’s ed, let alone mastermind her way into some swanky estate. And if people in this world used mutant slugs to chariot them around, what kind of monsters did they have guarding their white-walled fortresses? 

Then again, what choice did she have? She couldn’t give up. She had to find Verge. She had to find Nid. 

Her bleeding hand stung and throbbed. Her eyes burned from exhaustion and unshed tears. She was sweaty and tired and aching and, more than anything, she wanted to go home. 

Growling in frustration, she pitched the pebble toward the end of the alley. 

It sailed over the top of the wall. 

“Real nice, Dee. You can’t even hit a six-foot wall,” she muttered, about to let the tears finally fall, but then… 

The pebble. 

It had gone over the wall. No coils. 

Snagging another pebble, she approached the dead end and flicked it at the top of the wall. 

Again, it sailed over. 

She found a third, a fourth, a fifth pebble, tossing them, testing. 

The walls on either side of the alley—the property walls—had coils. But the wall at the end of the alley was unprotected—no invisible barbed wire of bloody mutilation. 

So, she could scale that wall and then jump the coils of the adjacent wall, over… 

Another slug-carriage rattled by. She ducked into the corner, but there were no shadows to hide her. Fortunately, the driver didn’t look in her direction. 

She gave the back wall a considering look. 

If she climbed up there now, she’d be completely exposed. She had no idea what lay below. Anyone could see her in broad daylight. Better to wait until nightfall. 

A host of doubts marched into her head. 

What if they moved Verge before then? What if she was caught trying to break into this private enclave? What if she lost him entirely? What if she was stuck here, forever? 

But then the memory of Nid, whispering in her ear: 

Don’t think. 

She had a plan. She’d return at sundown. And she was going home. No matter what. 
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Kneeling next to the shallow, circular fountain, she cupped chilled water into her mouth, far too thirsty to worry about whether or not it was safe to drink. 

She washed her hand as well. The bleeding had slowed. Slicing off the end of her other sleeve, she wrapped the cut again. With no trash cans in sight, she stuffed the bloodied scraps under a yellowed, shriveled, and altogether sad-looking hedgerow. 

She retreated to a stone bench. A wave of relief washed through her hungry and exhausted body as she sat. The bench gave under her, like sand. 

Her stomach rumbled. After a few minutes, she lay down and curled up, hugging Verge’s bag, and her box, to her chest. 

The familiar hums from the objects within soothed her. Latents, Nid had called them. 

And she’d found them. Some inexplicable force within her had been able to sense them. It felt like a tug, deep down, her bones like divining rods tuned into the latents’ particular and peculiar energies. 

But though she’d retrieved her box, she was experiencing another odd sensation, similar to the tug, but different. A sunburn heat, a hot prickling, on the back of her neck. 

When she closed her eyes and focused on the feeling, a face rose up in her mind’s eye—Verge. 

That cocky boy thief was making her tingle, and that tingle was making her anxious to get back to him, to find him, to help him. And it wasn’t just about finding Nid and getting home either. 

Which brought her thoughts back to another strange and confounding young man: Dusk. 

He’d said she was here to help Verge. 

She’d been so overwhelmed she hadn’t given it much thought, and besides, he hadn’t seemed exactly lucid. But as she lay there, burning with anxious prickles, she wondered if maybe Dusk had been right. 

It bothered her that Verge had been knocked out and hauled up here to this swank neighborhood and dumped. She didn’t like to think about what could be happening to him while she was hiding in the park, stymied by the daylight. 

Eventually, the dizzy swirl of her thoughts gave way to a restless doze. 

She woke with a start in the twilight, half expecting to be at home in her bed. A strange peacock-like bird with a trailing, golden tail squawked at her from where it was perched by the fountain. 

“Sorry,” she muttered to it, not sure why she was apologizing. Maybe because the bird belonged in this world, and she, clearly, did not. 

Using her grandpa’s knife, she busted open the box’s lock. It wasn’t difficult. She seemed to know how to do it, as if the lock were a knot that one simply needed to understand the ins and outs of to crack. 

Leaving the box on the bench, she transferred her latents into Verge’s bag, along with the wrapped bundle. Inside the bag, she found a couple of bumpy, grayish spheres. 

Fruit, maybe? 

Her stomach rumbled demandingly. 

She cut into one. A pinkish ooze welled up. She caught a drop on her finger and tasted it. 

Sweet and tangy, a cross between strawberry and lemon. 

She sliced it into halves and slurped out the insides. Tiny, thin-skinned seeds popped between her teeth and released an extra sweet burst. 

The bird’s beady black eyes watched her eat. 

When she’d finished, she tossed the lumpy rind to the bird. It dove for the scrap, the fan of its tail swishing happily over the mossy stones. 

“I’ll tell Verge you said thanks.” She stood, slinging Verge’s bag across her chest and heading out of the park. 

The streets were as quiet as they had been earlier. Along the sidewalks, white globes bobbed under silvery nets tethered to metal poles, issuing soft, twinkling light—the Crescent’s version of streetlamps. 

The air was cooling, but not chilly. In spite of her stinging hand, she clambered up the alley’s back wall easily. 

Once on top, she realized why the wall was there. Obviously to keep idiots like her from falling to their deaths. 

On the other side, a drop-off, straight down thirty feet. Below, more walled estates. Directly beneath Dee, someone was enjoying an evening swim, but they didn’t notice her. 

From her perch, she could see the entire terraced mountainside, down to a vast expanse of water in the distance—a bay. In the fading twilight, the water rippled violet and silver. Farther afield, hulking silhouettes of anchored ships. The spears of their masts, sails furled, were like dozens of bony fingers stretching toward the moon. 

The white disc of the moon was enormous, much larger than the one back home, though just as white and pitted. And under its generous reflected luminescence, the spirals of barbed wire on the estate walls were now visible. Quite pretty, like cut-crystal, they cast rainbows over the alley. 

Beautiful coils of deadly sharp glass. 

Which she needed to hurdle. 

For that to happen though, she required momentum. 

The wall under her was barely as wide as her foot. 

She shuffled along it, peeking over the glittering wire. Behind, a manicured garden. 

The drop wasn’t far, but someone’s flowers were going to be crushed. That was all assuming she didn’t slip off the alley wall before she even cleared the coils. 

She inspected them more closely, hoping to find a space wide enough to plant her foot and propel herself over, but the vicious, four-inch barbs were too close together. 

Time to stop thinking. 

She had to do this. 

How else was she going to get home? And what if something happened to Nid? Or Verge? 

Just thinking about him reignited the sunburn tingle. It crawled all the way down her back. 

She heel-toed back along the wall, away from the coils. 

Just like the balance beam. 

She’d been a star on the beam. Her coach had always lamented her height and her medical condition. If not for those, he’d said, she might’ve had a shot at going somewhere. Little did Coach Xi know, she had gone somewhere—just not the Olympics. 

At the end of the wall, she turned again. 

To one side, pavement. To the other, a thirty-foot drop. Ahead of her, sometimes-invisible coils with sharp, slicing barbs. 

“This is so crazy,” she murmured as her stomach performed a series of flips that would’ve made Coach Xi proud. 

Don’t think, she heard Nid saying. 

She squeezed her eyes shut and took a few deep breaths. 

And don’t die. 

She focused on the tingle pull, imagining it as a rope, towing her straight ahead, up and over, safely to the other side. 

Her feet started moving before her mind had given the okay. 

By the time her thoughts had caught up, she’d already launched herself over the coils and was falling. 

Arms pinwheeling, she leaned back, so as not to land on her face—again. 

Hitting the ground on the balls of her feet, she somersaulted forward, thumping her head and then sprawling on her back with a grimace and a moan. 

Coach Xi would not have been impressed. 

But at least she wasn’t dead. And she’d made it over the wall. 





Chapter 8 


In spite of the throbbing knot on the back of her head, she pushed to her feet. 

Inside the walls, the estate was terraced, like the rest of the city. One level up was a two-story building like an overstuffed marshmallow with lots of brightly lit windows. Thankfully, no one had been enjoying the view when she’d leapt. 

She crept through the flower bed, pretending not to notice how close she’d landed to the drop-off. 

The back of the garden opened right to the edge, no fence or hedgerow or barrier. Straight down to the neighbor’s pool. As she moved away, she let out a deep-held breath. She was going to find Nid. And Verge… She gritted her teeth. 

Why was she experiencing this sunburn tingle for him? 

Sure, he was cute—in an alien, thief-boy way—but that was hardly enough to earn crush status. All he’d done was cause her trouble—the serious, life-imperiling kind. Besides, she didn’t know anything about him. Having sudden, electrified urges for him was beyond dumb. 

Dumb. Dumb. Dumb. 

She repeated this in her head as she snuck through the garden, creeping alongside the marshmallow building. Beyond it, another terrace, a pool. Fountaining sprays trickled into the placid, softly lit water. Strange birds and insects sang and buzzed. Farther off, voices—male and female, more than a few. Breathy laughter. 

Sticking close to the outer wall, she passed the pool, getting poked by the occasional leaf, and always listening. 

Though the sunburn tingle built urgently, she forced herself to move slowly. But she knew, without knowing exactly how or why, that Verge was close by. 

The terrace above the pool featured another garden. Through the dense foliage on the next terrace, she spied a casual gathering, maybe a dozen people. It was hard to tell with all the vegetation blocking her view. The massive spray of fernlike plants provided plenty of cover, but the fronds also grabbed at her hair, leaving sticky green pollen when she finally tugged her curls free. 

This place was a jungle. The gardener must’ve needed a machete to kill the weeds. 

Threading her way through the abundance of greenery, she crouched low to stay out of sight, at times crawling. Hadn’t the sack-man with the box head said there was a drought? She wouldn’t have known it from the damp earth soaking into her pants and clinging to her hands. Finally, she reached the end of the terrace. A stone retaining wall met her. Rising slowly, she peeked up and over. 

The party. She could see them all clearly. Unlike on the street, the women here wore bold colors. Each dress was only one solid, vibrant hue, made of fabrics so sheer nothing was left to the imagination. The men were all dressed in black. Most of them were older. Although she spotted at least one bored and slightly sulky looking teenaged boy draped in a chair off in the corner. They were gathered on a patio courtyard, surrounded on three sides by buildings. Forming a C around the courtyard, breezeways connected two smaller wings to a four-story mansion, all covered in lush vines. 

The back-of-the-neck sunburn intensified into an all-over burn. 

Verge was in the main house, on one of the upper floors. 

She just knew. 

“Where did your husband run off to?” a woman asked. 

“You know how it is,” the wife, a noodle-necked woman in a cobalt-blue dress said, “work never ends.” 

“Well, I guess not for someone as important as he is,” the first woman said. 

“By the by,” a man interjected, “when is Quell going to let us in on the big secret?” 

“Oh, yes. We’re dying to know what His Eminence is planning for the full moon!” the first woman declared. “You must know!” 

“I swear, I am as in the dark as you are,” Quell’s wife said. 

The teenager spoke, seeming to sink deeper into his chair as he did. “Even if she did know, His Eminence would cut out her tongue if she said anything.” 

The group fell uncomfortably quiet. 

“As if that could keep me from talking!” the wife said, laughing. 

The others laughed too. 

“Well, whatever it is, we only have to wait another day,” the first woman said. 

“That long?” 

More laughter. 

Dee retreated back into the plants near the outer wall, once more out of sight of the partygoers. She slipped up to the next terrace and slunk to the back of the nearest building. 

The vines crawling over the walls were so dense and tangled she couldn’t see the façade behind them. She gripped the vines, giving them an experimental tug. 

Grabbing hold, her wounded hand screamed, bringing tears to her eyes. She bit back against the pain and hoisted herself up, climbing steadily to the roof. Before long, she heaved herself up onto it. 

The white barrel-tiles felt as though they might shatter as she picked her way across. She wasn’t helped by the fact that the roof pitched toward the alley. She just hoped the neighbors across the way didn’t glance out one of their well-lit windows. 

Crouched low, she followed the ridgeline toward the main house. As she passed along the breezeway, she looked back. The patio was in full view—any of the partygoers could have seen her, had they happened to look up. 

But they didn’t. 

Verge was close. She could practically smell his particular cologne: leather and arrogance and warm vanilla. Was she actually smelling him or only imagining it? 

Just when she thought she couldn’t be any freakier, here she was, on a rooftop, following the burning pull of a thief in order to get her talking worm back. 

No, nothing crazy about that. 

Then she heard him. 

“Let me go,” Verge was saying. “I still have time. I know where the latents are.” 

The back of the mansion sported double balconies on its upper floors. She jumped and grabbed the bottom of the third-floor balcony. 

More searing pain. She was sure, as she caught the edge and pulled herself up, that her hand was bleeding again, but on the bright side, she hadn’t fallen to her skull-crushing death yet. 

As she landed on the balcony, she peaked furtively through the glass doors leading into the house. The lights inside glowed, the white shades were drawn. Slinking across, she kept one eye on the patio below, but the conversations continued uninterrupted. 

She was so close now; she tingled from head to toe. But she needed to get higher still. 

Climbing over the balustrade, she pulled herself onto the fourth-floor balcony.

But Verge’s voice was slipping through another set of doors on the adjacent balcony. 

She looked down. 

Very dumb. 

A four-foot gap yawned between the twin balconies, offering a nice clear view of the ground forty feet below. 

She bit her lip to keep from swearing. 

And then she heard Verge say, “I had them, but—” 

“But?” a smooth male voice asked. When Verge didn’t respond, the voice said, “You lost them?” 

Verge’s tone was dark with wounded pride. “I’ve never lost a latent.” 

“So then?” 

“I was attacked,” Verge said. 

“Attacked? In the Waste World?” 

“No. Here.” 

“By Bog’s hunters? They took the latents?” 

“No, it was… a girl. She followed me. She jumped on me and…” 

“Are you saying another stealer took them from you?” The voice sounded light, amused. “Stole them by force?” 

“She’s close. I can—” 

“Enough,” the man said. 

“No, just let me go and I’ll—” 

“I said enough.” The man’s tone fell like a hammer. 

Dee flinched. 

“I’ve heard many excuses over the years,” the man continued. “But, as you know, stealers are such terrible liars. I must credit you though, humiliating yourself, claiming another stealer had gotten the better of you, very… unexpected. But a stealer attacking someone? Attacking another stealer? After such an absurd assertion, how can I believe anything you’ve said?” 

While they were talking, Dee was testing the vines covering the wall between the two balconies. They seemed as strong as the ones she’d climbed earlier. She hoped. 

Her foot searched the tangles until her toe caught. Then, with trepidation, she took her other foot off the balustrade. 

The vines rustled, giving under her weight, but they held. 

Her hands and shoulders burned. Every muscle in her back strained, her scars pulling painfully. Once both her feet found a cluster strong enough to hold her weight, she reached out for another fistful. Bit by bit, she worked her way across the wall. 

Her foot touched the stone, and she hurried down to the ledge. 

Once safely on the next balcony, she crept to the door and peeked into the room. 

More bobbing lights, netted and anchored to the walls like lambent balloons. Built-in bookshelves, packed. The edge of a desk, and Verge in a chair, his back to her. But she barely saw him, her gaze drawn to the guard in the corner. 

She knew right away he was like the one her grandpa had seen—the big guy in greasepaint who had hauled her father off all those years ago. 

He made Cloud and her cohort look like flabby couch potatoes. 

Six foot plus of lean, yet bulging muscle, each swell sculpted by his skintight uniform. She didn’t think it was paint. Otherwise, certain aspects of his anatomy would’ve been visible that weren’t. The getup reminded her of a scuba suit, but tighter and thinner, molded. A strip of the same black material covered his eyes, from temple to temple, like he was blindfolded. What was the point of having a bodyguard who couldn’t see? 

From where she crouched she could make out two more scuba goons. One was stationed by the doors she was peeking through—which were ajar. 

Though the guards weren’t moving or speaking, and she couldn’t tell if they were even able to see, just their presence, their preternatural stillness, screamed at her: Run! Now! Far, far away! 

“Please, Minister Quell, give me more time, I’ll get the latents…” The subtle tremor in Verge’s voice unsettled her. 

He was slouched in his chair, his knees planted wide, arm hanging over the back in a casual manner. He appeared to be maintaining a cool front, but she knew better. 

“Tell me,” Quell said, “what did the Waste World smell like?” 

“Like burning,” Verge replied. “A thousand kinds of burning.” 

“You have been there,” Quell said. “Perhaps you’re unaware of how impressive that is.” 

Verge shrugged. “Maybe you didn’t know what a good investment you were making.” 

“Well, I had hoped,” Quell said, smooth voice smiling. “You can detect the potency of a latent, can’t you? You can tell when its attribute exceeds accepted extractable levels… perhaps, you can even determine its precise quality.” 

“I’m no seer,” Verge said. 

Liar, Dee thought. 

“No, you’re not,” Quell agreed. “But you’re not a mere stealer either, are you? Of course you’re not. Not just any stealer can navigate the passages to the Waste World. I’m told they are fraught with Weavers. As soon as an Unraveler opens one, it’s closed up again. You don’t know how many lights I’ve seen go out. I’ve sent many… many stealers before you. So few have returned… so very few.” 

“I didn’t have any trouble,” Verge said. 

“No. Not until this girl… attacked you, is that it?” The dark laughter in Quell’s tone made Dee’s stomach squirm. 

Verge’s head might have twitched in Dee’s direction. 

Could he sense her? Was he burning all over too? 

Sweat wove a web down her back as she tried to figure out what to do. 

She wanted to help Verge escape this creepy Quell guy and the nauseous power of his too-smooth voice. On the other hand, she also wanted to run—fast and far. 

“I never expected you to find anything consumable there,” Quell said. 

Verge was curling and uncurling his fist. “Then why send me?” 

“All I needed to determine was the magnitude of your shifting ability,” Quell replied. “We’ve tried to use seers, but they are… disinclined to assist in this matter. Even the most rational of them aren’t persuaded—by any means.” 

The queasy wriggle was burrowing around Dee’s insides. She’d been as still as a frozen frog, but the urge to run was wheedling its way up from her toes into her legs. 

“Fortunately, educers are less concerned with morality and more concerned with retaining their ability to walk, and breathe,” Quell said. He wasn’t threatening, exactly. He was just stating things—cold, flat facts. And yet… Dee didn’t even have to see him to fear him. 

“Have you ever been inside the Apex?” Quell asked. 

Verge’s fist clenched and held. “Why would I have? Nothing in there worth stealing.” 

Quell chuckled. 

Dee rose into a readied crouch. 

The guard next to the door twitched. 

She froze. 

Her heart dubstep dropped—breaking out into heavy bass thuds mixed with slurred stutters. 

The guard resumed his statue-like stillness. 

Had he noticed her? Could he see through his blindfold? Or was the blindfold just an illusion? Like the invisible coils on the wall? 

Quell’s paper-thin laugh came to a sudden tearing halt. 

“I agree,” Quell said. “None of the leaders at the Apex are worth much to anyone. The moment you’re inside, you will be the most valuable person there. I am certain Minister Eclipse will concur. Now that we know you are a stealer of exceptional quality, you will join the elite of your breed. Twenty years, and in all that time, we have found only eight stealers who possess the necessary fortitude. You will make nine and finally complete the cycle.” 

“Glad I could help,” Verge said. “Who are these elite stealers?” 

“Names you might know: Breeze, Smoke, River…” 

Dee’s hearing cut out for a second. 

River. 

Was her father really here? 

But she hadn’t come to find her father. She’d come to retrieve her box, and now she was trying to get Nid back so she could go home. 

“And what is it you want us elite stealers to do?” Verge asked. 

“Hardly anything at all,” Quell replied. “Tomorrow night, the nine of you will gather in the Apex and usher in a new era for our people.” 

New era? 

Could this guy talk more like a super-villain? 

Why didn’t Verge just run? Those guards were… Okay, scary as hell, but she’d never seen anyone move as fast as Verge. 

And this place, in spite of the walls, the coils, and the guards, wasn’t a total fortress. If she could get in, then surely Verge could get out. Why didn’t he do that disappearing thing he’d done before in Mrs. Jensen’s yard? 

“Sounds good,” Verge was saying. “If you don’t need me now, I’ll come back tomorrow night.” 

He stood up, but the guards stepped forward and crowded him. 

She held her breath. 

In that space of quiet, a low whistle wound through the cool night air—a strange, somber note that set her hair on end and turned her sunburn to a chill. 

“I suppose I could allow you… one more day,” Quell said. “Perhaps if I did, you’d spend it with the young woman who’s lurking on my balcony—” 





Chapter 9 


The balcony doors flew open. 

She skittered away, hopping back onto the balustrade, crouching upon it. 

Fingernails scraping the stone, she seized the edge of the balcony, her heart slamming against her chest. 

Two guards strode out, hauling Verge between them. 

Then a man, who appeared to have raided Darth Vader’s closet, emerged. 

His black coat was stiff—the shoulders artificially wide and rigid. From beneath the long coat, a sheer, floaty fabric wafted around his legs. The getup was clearly designed to intimidate—and was doing its job. Yet, his face was placid and unremarkable. He reminded Dee of her grandparents’ accountant. Except something about his serene features made her want to take her chances with gravity and jump. 

He stepped forward, clasped his hands behind his back, and gazed up at her. 

“Who is this?” he asked in a pleasant tone. 

Her eyes flicked from him to Verge. 

She wanted to demand he return Nid so she could get out of this crazy world with its creepy accountants and gangs of scuba goons, but Verge was giving her this look—a worried, almost pleading, look. Strangely, it was not begging for rescue. Instead, each pointed roll of his eyes seemed to suggest that she flee. Which of course meant she stayed put. 

Quell only waited for a second before continuing. “Are you the young woman Verge accuses of accosting him and stealing his latents?” 

She chafed. “He stole them from me first!” 

Verge cringed. 

“You traveled to the Waste World?” Quell asked her. 

“No,” she said. “I came here to get what belongs to me, and then I’m going home.” 

“Home?” he repeated. “Where is home?” 

The expression on Verge’s face was just like Laura’s whenever the Vasquez brothers picked on Dee, as if this whole situation were her fault. 

But she hadn’t asked him to steal her stuff. She didn’t know she’d have to travel to some other world to get it back. And she definitely didn’t have anything to do with Verge’s being held prisoner. He was not her problem. No matter how much sunburn she felt or what some crazy street kid said. 

She just wanted Nid back. She just wanted to go home. 

Quell took a step toward her. Poised precariously on the balcony’s ledge, she had to resist the urge to lean away. 

“You look familiar,” he said. “Have any of your latents been deemed inextractable?” 

“Been what?” she asked, but then shook his question away. She spoke to Verge. “Just… give me what I came for and I’ll leave.” Her eyes remained on Quell though, but only because he seemed to be demanding her attention. 

“And what is it you came for?” Quell asked. “If it’s for your friend—” 

“He’s not my friend.” 

“No. Stealers aren’t particularly adept at making friends, are they?” 

She jerked her chin toward the patio. “I’d rather have no friends than poser friends.” 

Quell remained impassive, but he blinked. 

She’d never made anyone blink before. 

“How interesting,” Quell said flatly, but if a look could’ve cut, she would’ve been bleeding—more. “Do you know who I am?” he asked. 

“I think I know all I need to.” She glanced past Quell, and the guards behind him, to the connecting breezeway beyond. 

“And what is it you think you know?” Quell asked. 

She looked back at Verge. 

Why aren’t you disappearing, you jerk? 

He raised an eyebrow at her. The frightened tremor that had been in his voice earlier was reflected in his eyes now. For some reason, he wasn’t leaving. He couldn’t. 

“I just need what you took from me,” she said to Verge. 

He was deadpan. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

She choked on a curse. 

Quell was watching her—no longer blinking. 

This was no good. 

Verge’s arms were pinioned. Even if he’d been willing to give her back the jar holding Nid, she doubted he could’ve pulled free to retrieve it. 

Her eyes combed his body, searching. Skintight as his clothes were, there was no sign of it. 

Did he even have it anymore? Had his captors searched him? Taken it? 

Her head began to spin with panic. 

“Look behind you, stealer,” Quell said. 

She did. 

Two more guards were on the balcony behind her. But… she’d known that. 

What she hadn’t known was that one of them was holding a silvery jar like the one Verge had stuffed Nid into. 

“Hey, that’s my—” 

The guard flung the contents at her. 

She ducked, throwing her arm up over her face, but whatever had been in the jar never hit her. 

She lowered her arm. A misty shimmer distorted her vision, a satiny dampness settling on her face. A light, pleasant fragrance wound around her. 

What were they trying to do? Febreze her to death? 

“Why don’t you step down?” Quell suggested. 

She turned back. 

She wasn’t going to get Nid back, not tonight. Not with this creep and his dipped-in-plastic lackeys standing between her and Verge. 

The sunburn had returned in full force, urging her to help Verge somehow. 

She glared at him. This was all his fault. 

His fault she was here. His fault she couldn’t go home. 

His fault she might never be able to get home again— 

She wavered on the ledge. 

And then, everyone else disappeared. 

It was just her and Verge. 

“Okay, take the latents or whatever,” she said to him, touching the bag. “Just give me—” 

“I don’t want them,” he said sharply. 

“You don’t get it,” she said. “I can’t go—” 

“You don’t get it,” he cut in. “You should leave now.” 

“That’s the point… I can’t,” she said, desperately trying to keep weepy thoughts from her mind. A lone tear slipped down her cheek. She wiped it away roughly with her shoulder. 

Verge’s eyes wavered. “Neither can I.” 

“So what?” she said. “Because you’re stuck, I’m stuck too?” 

“Listen to me”—he held her gaze—“run. Now.” 

She wanted to run. But she couldn’t. And not just because she didn’t have anywhere to go. 

“I think… They’re going to hurt you,” she said. 

“I figured that out on my own, thanks.” 

“I… I don’t think I can let that happen.” 

He huffed, rolling his eyes. “It’s just a tryst, Star. You shouldn’t have…” He shook his head. “You’ll get over it. Trust me.” 

“This kid told me I’m supposed to help you. I didn’t believe him because… why would I? You stole my stuff, you’ve taken—” 

“Stop talking.” 

“I can’t go home without—” 

“Star!” 

She rocked, startled, gripping the ledge and coming back to her senses before she toppled and plummeted. Quell was still there, along with all of his guards. He seemed to be absorbed by her, like he was watching an intense play. 

A new burn spread over her face, half fury, half embarrassment. 

“That was rude,” Quell said to Verge. “I was sure young… Star was about to share something very interesting with you.” 

Shimmery sparkles lingered around the edges of her vision, she blinked them away. 

“What did you—” she started. 

“I gave you one of those magical moments, in which it seems all the world has dropped away and you are completely alone with… whomever you wish to be alone with,” Quell said with a viper’s smile. “Now that I’ve been given the opportunity to eavesdrop on your conversation, despite Verge’s interruption, I feel as though I know what I need to know about you.” 

“You don’t know anything about me.” 

“I know Verge was telling the truth,” he said, “as stealers have the unfortunate tendency to do. You took the latents from him because he stole them from you first, which means that you were in the Waste World. Not only that, but you found latents there—something no stealer has ever done before.” 

The fact that he sounded impressed twisted her stomach and turned her sweat cold. 

“I also know,” he went on, “that you are in the midst of another one of your breed’s curses—a tryst’s infatuation—to such an extreme degree that you’ve lingered here far, far too long and are now surrounded.” 

Below, one of the guards was peering up at her from the patio, unnoticed by the partygoers. Two more stood on the lower balconies, leaning over the edge to watch her. Now there were two behind, three below, and two holding Verge. 

“And while I only require nine stealers,” Quell said, “having a spare never hurts.” 

She sprang up and caught the gutter. 

Someone seized her wrist. 

She hadn’t looked up because she hadn’t wanted to give away her next move. And because her gut had told her the roof was the best bet. 

So much for super-instincts. 

“I told you that you were surrounded,” Quell said, sounding bored. 

Her injured hand slipped off the gutter, but it didn’t matter because the guard on the roof had a grip like a bear trap. She glanced up at him… and then looked again. 

She could see his eyes. 

Even though he still wore his superhero—check that, super-villain—mask, his dark, hooded eyes were visible. Maybe his mask was broken. 

“Bring her down,” Quell ordered. 

One of the guards on the adjacent balcony climbed onto the ledge, clinging to the vines, and swiped for her. She swung away, incidentally kicking Quell in the jaw. 

He stumbled back, holding his cheek. 

Finally, an emotion appeared. 

Behind his bland façade was a look that made the scuba goons seem like cuddly puppies. 

The guards appeared momentarily stunned. 

“Quell, what’s going on up there?” someone called from the party, finally taking notice. 

Dee’s toes grazed the ledge as her legs swung. 

Perched at the top of the steeply pitched roof, the guard with the broken mask struggled to hold on to her and his balance. His jaw bunched with strain. He attempted to pull her up, which he probably could’ve managed if she hadn’t been kicking wildly as the others grabbed for her. 

She stared at the one holding her until his gaze focused on hers. 

Whatever remained of the sunburn tingle vanished. 

A queasy shudder passed through her. 

A fresh sweat broke over her skin—fear sweat, terror sweat—cold and tacky. 

His brow furrowed. 

“My, what pretty eyes you have, Grandma,” she said through a forced, clenched-teeth smile, “like melted chocolate.” 

His eyes widened. 

In that brief moment of surprise, she seized his wrist with her free hand and yanked, bringing him crashing down on the roof tiles. 

He let go of her before she pulled him over. 

She dropped. Her left foot slipped off the ledge, and she crashed onto the balcony, her shoulder crunching and her hip smashing against the stone. Still… better than falling forty feet to the ground. 

She pushed herself up again more quickly than she’d known she was capable of. 

Quell’s eyes were sharp and hot. His jaw reddened. He stepped back, which seemed to be the signal for his brute squad to move in. 

One of Verge’s captors released him. 

With his free arm, Verge cracked his elbow into the other guard’s nose. 

The guard doubled over, long enough for Dee to run at him and jump, using his back as a springboard to propel herself to the other side of the balcony. 

There, she clambered over the ledge. The other guard, a woman with blond hair, knocked Verge unconscious with a quick, vicious blow to his jaw. He crumpled to the ground with a sickening thump. 

For a split second, she had the urge to make sure he was all right. 

Dumb. 

It was time to run. 

And she did. 





Chapter 10 


The partygoers were screaming and shouting senselessly. Obnoxious. And not helpful, to anyone. 

She slid down the vines, dropped onto the breezeway, and flew over the slippery tiles. 

Clambering to the roof of the adjoining wing, she raced across and scrambled down the vines, half-slipping, mostly falling, before landing with an oof. 

Past the pool. She kept running. One terrace, then the next. 

The guards’ footfalls thundered behind her. 

As she tore through the garden, she looked back. 

Brown Eyes, somehow, was right behind her. 

Ahead, the end of the yard, the terrace, and another long, long fall… 

Without stopping, she launched herself over the drop-off. 

She didn’t have time to pray that she’d jumped out far enough or that the pool was deep enough. 

She just sucked in a breath and curled into a ball. 

Water exploded around her. 

Her knees smashed against the bottom. But like the park bench, and the sidewalks, the belly of the pool wasn’t hard—it gave like a trampoline and bounced her back up. 

She surfaced. 

From the ledge above, Brown Eyes dove like an Olympic athlete. 

She hoisted herself up as he plunged into the water with the scantest of splashes. 

Nice form. 

But she didn’t hang around to congratulate him. 

The homeowner came out, his mouth hanging open. She rushed by. 

“Sorry,” she breathed as he stumbled out of her way. 

She dashed through his house, zipping by a startled young woman. 

Must get out. Must get out. 

And then she was out the front door, tearing down the front walk. As she hit the gate, fumbling with the foreign latching mechanism, she heard the young woman exclaim in surprise again. 

Brown Eyes charged through the door. His eyes were still chocolate-hued, but hot chocolate now—scalding hot. 

At last, she shoved the gate open. 

Bolting into the street, she was almost slug-squashed as a carriage bore down on her. The driver shouted in alarm. She darted out of the way. 

The slug, spooked by their near collision, jerked forward and zoomed away. NASCAR didn’t have that kind of acceleration. 

Brown Eyes ripped open the gate, and for one splintered heartbeat she stood there like a cornered rabbit, held captive by his glare. 

His eyes narrowed, like he was about to ask her something. Perhaps, “How would you prefer to die?” 

A primal jolt tremored through her. All those mundane, trivial concerns of her life back home—Officer Peter, the Vasquez brothers, failing her classes—vanished, like a thief in the lilacs. 

None of it was important. None of it was real. 

Not like this world was real. Not like he was real. 

In his brown eyes were two colors: Black and white. Life and death. Hunter and prey. 

And she was not the hunter. 

Another slug-carriage sluck-rattled toward her. 

“No walkers in the road!” the driver, a woman in a bowler-style hat, shouted as the carriage barreled past. The passenger’s face, painted white and flecked with silver, glowered through the window, breaking Dee out of the hunter’s trance. 

She took off down the road. The wind at her back sped her. That, and the terror of what might happen if the hunter caught her. 

She passed the slug-carriage, receiving another round of disgruntled scowls from the passenger and the driver. 

The carriage slowed behind her as it trundled under a bridge. The driver hooked the ring. From some hidden place, a waterfall of goo sloshed over the slug. 

Through the translucent gush, the hunter remained clear, those primal eyes tracking her every movement. 

He skirted the slug’s goopy shower and then surged back up to speed. 

Her chest heaved. 

She was running fast—faster than she’d known she could run—but the hunter was fast too. While the rest of his pack had fallen behind, she couldn’t shake him. 

Verge’s bag thudded, heavy and soaked, against the back of her thigh, weighing her down. Running in sopping wet boots wasn’t the most pleasant experience either. Every step squelched and left a puddling trail behind her. But she poured on another burst of energy, fueled by nothing but good old-fashioned fear. 

Those hot-and-cold eyes of his had woken something instinctual inside her. She didn’t have to stop herself from thinking; she simply could not think. 

Civilized brain off. Animal brain on. 

Run. 

Faster. 

Lungs on fire. Wind stabbing at her eyes. Heartbeat set to rib-cracking. 

She threw another glance over her shoulder, sure that she’d gained some distance over her new stalker, but he was still closing in. 

“Halt!” a voice cried. 

She turned back to find herself lined up for another head-on collision with a slug. The driver stood, waving her out of the way. Even if she’d been able to put the brakes on, she had too much momentum. 

Instead, she dodged to the right, toward the sidewalk. 

The slug’s eyes rolled wildly. It veered into the opposite lane. The driver yelped, clinging to the reins. The carriage tilted and careened, tipping on its sleigh-style runners and crashing to the roadway with terrible, splintering cracks of glass and wood. 

She wanted to apologize, but didn’t have the breath or the time. She just hoped no one was injured. She could still hear the driver shouting. At least he sounded more angry than pained. 

Then the hunter appeared. He leapt onto the overturned carriage and launched from it, landing in a crouch at her heels. 

He lunged for her. 

She took another step, but he grabbed hold of the bag and yanked her back. The strap cut across her chest. Her feet slipped out from under her. She crashed onto the cobblestones. They may not have been as hard as the stones she was familiar with, but it still hurt like hell. She was so sick of falling on her face. 

His hands clamped down on her legs, dragging her toward him. 

She fought furiously. 

He grunted as she battered his ribs and his stomach with her elbows, but he wasn’t deterred. 

Twisting over, she slapped his face. It was like smacking a refrigerator and probably caused her more pain than it did him, especially since she’d hit him with her wounded hand. The scrap of hoodie fabric had fallen off at some point. 

A crimson smear painted his cheek. 

His nostrils flared. His eyes widened and lit up, like he enjoyed the bouquet of blood. 

But of course he did. 

He was a hunter. 

He was a killer. 

Her blood was exactly what he was after. 

She thrashed as he tried to pin her down. 

Something jabbed the small of her back. She arched, giving him a chance to seize her hair. 

She slapped at him with one hand, and with the other, reached around and grabbed what was poking her: her grandfather’s hunting knife. 

Holding her injured hand down, his gaze snagged hers. 

She froze, except her fingers, which popped the catch on the knife’s sheath and curled around the handle. 

“What did you use?” he growled. “Where did you get the latent? Who educed it for you?” 

Her lungs burned. Her heart continued to race, though she was trapped beneath him. 

“You can see through the mask,” he spat. “You can see my eyes!” 

Yes, she could. They turned up at the ends, like a wolf’s. And they pushed her to the brink of hyperventilation. Hot and cold. Black and white. Hunter and prey. 

She could see her life ending in his eyes. 

The sound of his pack’s footfalls grew closer. 

How long had she been on the ground? 

A second? Two? 

It felt like lifetimes. 

“The Minister’s calling us back!” one of his pack shouted in his direction. 

He ignored them. His teeth were clenched. His breath huffed, hot against her face. So close, she could taste it… like sweetened black tea… 

“Answer me.” 

She ripped free the knife and thrust the blade at his stomach. 

The knife struck him and rebounded, sending a jarring reverberation up her arm and into her skull. 

He flinched back, releasing her hair and wrist. 

He scowled down at his stomach. 

But there was no wound. 

She hadn’t hurt him. 

Strangely, she was relieved. 

She didn’t want to stab anybody, not even him. Except, he was still weighing her down, and she still had to get away. 

There was no thought. Only reaction. Only fear. 

She wanted out. She wanted away. She wanted home. 

Alive. 

She swung the knife again, hoping only that he’d flinch back and move off of her. 

Instead, she sliced open his cheek. 

Now both of his cheeks were bloody. One fresh and bright and flowing—his. One older and darker and drying—hers. 

An apology swelled as far as her lips before she caught it. 

She hadn’t meant to cut him, but then… what was she thinking? 

She was fighting for her life. 

He grabbed her arm, wresting the knife from her. As they fought, he shifted to one side, freeing her legs. 

She scrambled up to a crouch, but he held her wrist. Behind the wreckage of the carriage, his pack appeared. 

On gut instinct, she pushed her face closer to his, tasting the iron tang of blood and the warmth of black tea. 

“I see you,” she hissed, “hunter.” 

And he blinked. 

She ripped away. She could hardly think about how improbable it was that he’d been stunned enough to let his grip slacken when he was obviously a trained killer. 

She didn’t hang around to question him. 

She took off again. 

He was close behind. 

The weight of him bore down on her. 

Her hunter wasn’t going to give up. He wouldn’t stop until he’d caught her. She had to get rid of him somehow… 

Another bridge loomed ahead. A gold-hued ring dangled from its underside. 

The craziest of all crazy plans—and she’d had more than a few that day—formed in her mind. 

With no time to debate its merits and obvious pitfalls, she slowed, allowing the pack to gain on her. As she passed under the shadow of the bridge, she surged back into a sprint. 

On the other side, she launched, straightening her body like she was taking a running mount onto the uneven bars. She caught a girder, biting down on a scream as her wounded hand slapped against the metal. 

Still, she hung on, momentum swinging her body forward. 

For a second, she found herself staring up at a starless sky. Not cloudy, just empty. 

Beyond the thumping of her pulse, the pounding footfalls of the pack. 

They passed under her and then slowed. 

Her body piked and she swung back under the bridge again. Her butt slammed right into one of the pack. 

She dropped to the ground, stumbling, but keeping her feet. He grabbed for her, but she dodged him and raced back the way she’d come. 

She jumped again, snagging the ring and yanking. When she released it, she staggered a few steps, and then crashed onto her knees. 

The pack had turned around, coming back after her, right in time for a slug bath. 

Sometimes, crazy works. 

The entire pack was drowned in a sluice of gelatinous ooze and knocked to the ground. 

Even her hunter. 

This time, he was the one flat on his face. 

She hesitated long enough to take a deep breath and regain her balance. 

Her hunter attempted to get up, but he slipped, crashing right back down again. 

She jetted for the sidewalk and the terraces below. 

No looking back. 





Chapter 11 


She fled to the only place she knew in the Crescent—Verge’s. 

She’d never run so far for so long, and she understood, on some level, that she shouldn’t have been able to do so. And yet, she did. 

Scrabbling up the wall and through the shutters, she collapsed on the floor in the darkness. Fortunately, the broken mirror had been swept up. 

She lay there, chest hitching painfully, hand on fire, head pounding. 

At some point, the door creaked open. Someone shuffled inside. The door clicked shut again, but she didn’t move. Her legs were slug goo—she couldn’t have run anymore even if she’d wanted to. 

A shadow loomed over her. She blinked through her sweat and fatigue until the shadow’s face resolved into something recognizable. 

“What are you doing here?” Crystal demanded in a whisper. “You shouldn’t be here. You don’t belong here.” 

Dee licked her parched lips. A rasping noise grated out of her throat. 

Crystal’s delicate doll-face features were smooth and hard as porcelain. “You can’t be here.” 

Dee’s eyes slid shut. 

She wanted to say she didn’t have anyplace else to go, that she really did want to go back home, but her ride was trapped in a bottle—thanks in part to Little Miss Frowny Dollface. But she couldn’t say any of those things. She was too busy gasping for air. 

“You’re bleeding,” Crystal said, as if Dee had cut her hand open just to be annoying. “Stay here.” 

Dee would’ve laughed, had she been capable of laughter. All she could do was breathe and try not to puke. 

A few minutes later, Crystal reappeared carrying a small bag. She knelt next to Dee. Her face was apucker, though it was partially obscured by the high collar of her stiff dress. She slapped something cold and wet on Dee’s hand. Dee winced but couldn’t lift her arm to see it. 

“I don’t know why I’m doing this,” Dollface muttered. 

She fished what appeared to be a small, glowing snow globe from her bag and then a slim vial. She inspected the vial for a moment, seeming to have some internal debate. Then she unscrewed the cap. Her thick bangs fluttering out of her eyes as she huffed. “I could get into so much trouble.” 

She tilted the vial to Dee’s lips. 

A cool liquid slipped over her tongue, metallic. 

And then she passed out. 
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“Wake up. You have to wake up.” 

Dee bolted upright, ripped out of a dream in which she was trapped in a web and giant spiders were descending upon her—all of them with melted-chocolate brown eyes. 

“Where…?” She reached for her head, but stopped when she saw some kind of huge green leech stuck to her palm. She yelped. Before she could rip it off, Crystal grabbed her wrist. 

“Don’t ,” she said. “What are you thinking? It’s just a patch-slug. It’s healing your wound.” 

Dee’s stomach mimicked the gelatinous creature’s undulations. “Ugh.” She dropped her hand. “What is it with this world and slugs?” 

She squinted toward the window. The shutters were open, but it was still dark. The room was lit by Crystal’s snow globe, which bobbed in the corner, tapping softly against the ceiling like a balloon. 

“Here.” Crystal held out a metal cup. Dee drank it, thinking it was water. 

Her tongue was assaulted by a salty-sweet liquid full of thick globs. 

She gagged. 

Crystal’s silvery eyes narrowed in irritation. “It’s milk,” she said, though the word she said didn’t quite sound like milk, but more mauluke. 

Dee held the cup back out to her. “I think it’s gone bad.” 

“I made it yesterday.” Crystal pushed the cup back at her. “You’ve been here too long. You have to leave.” 

Dee took another tentative sip of the milk, or mauluke. Texture-wise it was like glue mixed with uncooked dough, but the flavor wasn’t terrible and the more she drank, the more her head cleared. 

Crystal stood, smoothing the tent of her dress, which ended above her knees. Her tights were gray and saggy and her shoes boxy and too heavy for her petite frame. 

She scowled down at Dee. “Are you looking for Verge?” she asked. “I would’ve thought you could have surmised he’s no longer here”—she crossed her arms—“after what you witnessed yesterday afternoon. Or maybe you’re one of those who needs it spelled out? He’s been acquired by Minister Quell. He’s gone.” 

Finishing off the mauluke, Dee wiped her mouth. Her clothes were damp, and she could hear her grandma telling her she’d catch her death sleeping in wet clothes on the floor. If only that were Dee’s worst fear at the moment. But her worst fear was that the hunter would come after her and her grandma would never have another chance to chew her out. 

“Did you recently begin this tryst?” Crystal asked. “You can’t know Verge very well since he didn’t tell you Quell had taken his Essence Stone.” 

Dee’s head started to pound again, but not from running or fear or even sleep deprivation. Her brain was just tired of trying to figure out what everyone meant solely from context. 

“What’s an Essence Stone?” she asked, latching on to the last phrase she hadn’t understood. 

“You’re not funny, if that’s what you think,” Crystal said with the hauteur of a woman three times her age and a million times better dressed. 

With a sigh, Dee pushed up to her feet and held the cup out. Crystal snatched it away. Her head barely crested Dee’s shoulder, but the girl acted as though she were top doll on the shelf. 

“I know Verge was taken by Quell,” Dee said. “I saw him.” 

Crystal frowned. “Saw whom?” 

“Verge and Quell.” 

Crystal stepped back, shiny silver eyes darting. “You saw Minister Quell?” 

“Yeah, and I’m pretty sure he’s going to kill Verge.” 

“Why would… How do you know that?” 

“Because he basically said so,” she replied, flopping down on the bed. The mattress was about as hard as the floor. So at least she didn’t feel too bad that she hadn’t slept there instead. 

She unzipped her boots and stripped off her socks, squeezing the remaining water out and hanging them over the metal footboard. 

The patch-slug remained fixed to her hand, and so long as she ignored it, she could use her hand normally—without pain. 

“You saw Minister Quell?” Crystal asked, incredulous. 

“Unfortunately,” Dee replied. “What a creep, huh? He had his scuba goons throw some sparkly stuff on me that made me get all… well, anyway…” She kneaded some warmth back into her feet, shocked there were no blisters after all that running in wet boots. “I have to get Nid back. Otherwise, I can’t leave.” 

“Wait.” Crystal held up her tiny hands. “You spoke to him?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And he used an extracted on you?” 

“An extracted? You mean that sparkling stuff?” 

Crystal stared at her for a long time, like she was waiting for the punch line, but Dee definitely wasn’t joking. 

After warming her toes again, Dee tugged her damp socks back on. 

“Who are you?” Crystal asked. 

“Dark Star,” she said before she realized what she was saying—again. She scowled at herself. Why did that keep happening? “Dee,” she corrected. “Call me Dee.” 

“You’re a stealer,” Crystal said. 

“No, I’m not.” 

Crystal’s nub of a chin firmed. “Yes, you are.” 

Dee stuffed her feet back into her boots. “I’ve never stolen anything in my entire life.” 

Crystal shook her head. “I don’t know what sort of game you’re playing—” 

 “I’m not playing, Dollface.” She zipped up her boots. “Verge snuck into my house, stole my stuff, and then vanished. This little green worm named Nid told me he’d bring me to this world to get my box back, but then you and Verge stuck him in a bottle. Now Verge and Nid are being held captive by Darth Accountant, and I’m trapped on this world until I can get him back. Unless you know another way out. Do you?” 

Crystal was doing her incredulous staring thing again. After a time, she said, “You’re telling the truth.” 

Dee arched her eyebrow impatiently. 

“That really was an Unraveler.” Crystal’s eyes widened. “He brought you here. So, you’re not a stealer. You’re really an… outworlder.” She backed up again. “You look like a stealer.” 

“Well, I guess my dad was a stealer or whatever,” Dee said, “but my mom’s not. She’s from my world, my true world, my home world, the place I need to get back to.” 

“Wait… Your father was a stealer and your mother is from another world?” 

“That’s what I said.” 

Crystal’s frown deepened. “That’s not allowed.” 

Dee frowned back. “What’s not allowed?” 

“Stealers aren’t allowed to breed with outworlders. It’s strictly forbidden.” 

“Breed?” Dee repeated, but shook the thought away. Bad enough that she had to think of her mom having sex, let alone think of it as “breeding.” 

“Wait a moment…” Crystal said. “You followed Verge to Minister Quell’s residence on the Upper Horn?” 

“Um… yeah?” She wasn’t sure what the Upper Horn was, but apparently, Dollface was set on confusing her further by adding more undefined terms to her Crescent-world vocabulary list. 

“He caught you?” Dollface was turning pale as porcelain. “The KETS… they chased you? That’s why you were so winded when you arrived.” 

“The KETS? You mean my personal hunter and his gang? Yeah, they chased me.” 

“Oh, no. No-no-no-no-no.” She pushed Dee toward the window and then snatched her hands back, clutching them to her chest. “I just touched you. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!” 

“Hey, ease up, will you?” 

Crystal’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You don’t understand. The KETS—” 

Dee’s hand flew up between them, causing Crystal to flinch back. 

Dee frowned. “You’re pretty jumpy, huh?” Before Crystal could respond, Dee asked, “What’s KETS?” 

Crystal backed away, like the word itself made her want to bolt. “Keystone’s Elite Terminal Squads. They’re bred to serve the Ministers of the Cap, to protect and defend them.” 

“Ministers of the Cap. What are those? Like the leaders of this place? And the KETS are their personal bodyguards?” 

Crystal butted up against the door. “They’re hunters.” She looked down at her hands and her clothes. “You have to go. I have to… We both have to leave, now. They’ll be here any minute. I don’t know why they’re not already.” 

“Who?” Dee interrupted the girl’s building panic. “The hunters? I left them swimming in slug slime on a street up on the… Upper Horn? Is that where Quell’s place was? All those white houses by the big pyramid thingy?” 

Crystal stared at her. “You escaped the KETS?” 

“I’m not going to say it was easy…” 

Crystal glanced over her shoulder like she expected the hunter and his pack to burst through it at any second. “They’ll track you here. They’ll know that I helped you.” 

“Hold up. Track me? Like what? Follow my footprints?” 

“By scent,” Crystal replied. “They track by scent.” 

Dee’s lip curled. “Like dogs?” 

Crystal looked insulted on behalf of the scuba goons. “Like hunters.” 

“They can smell me?” she asked, shuddering. Then she remembered leaving her blood on Brown Eyes’ cheek and how his nostrils had flared. Had he been learning her scent then? “What are they? Mutant hybrids? Genetically modified super soldiers?” Now it was her turn to glance behind her. 

Outside, it was still dark. 

“I don’t know what any of that means,” Crystal stated in the taut tone of a put-upon, prickly teacher. “Some hunters are born with gifts, like being able to track by scent. Just as stealers are born with the ability to shift. But now the hunters will be able to scent me too. They’ll know I helped you.” It seemed the girl was about to crumble into a freak-out, but then, she straightened her spine and shook the heavy fringe of her bangs out of her eyes. “Go out the window,” she instructed. “I’ll meet you in the alley. We have to go to the market. We have to change our scents, right now.” 

Dee waited for something the girl had said to make sense. “Change our scents?” 

Crystal made a gesture like she was going to push Dee out the window. “Just go.” 

Dee slung her leg over the sill. “All I want is to go home.” 

Crystal gave Dee a difficult-to-read look, but didn’t comment. 

Dee slid out the window and down into the alley. 





Chapter 12 


Crystal met her at the end of the alley, just as she’d said she would. She held out a hunk of bread with a grim look on her face. 

“Thanks,” Dee said, taking the bread and devouring it. 

Little shoulders bunched up by her ears, her legs locked straight and moving fast, Crystal set off. 

The streets were quiet in the cool, gray hours before dawn. While Dee had waited, she’d scanned the street for Dusk, but she hadn’t seen the enigmatic kid or anyone else, for that matter. 

Though Crystal was walking quickly, Dee had no trouble keeping up. 

Dollface led them away from the market square Dee had passed earlier, veering into a narrow alleyway. 

“Where are we going?” Dee asked when the last of the bread was gone. “Isn’t the market that way?” She gestured back. 

The air closed around them, thick and moist, the shadows deep and dark. 

“You really don’t know anything about the Crescent?” 

“I told you—” 

“I know. It’s only…” Crystal looked Dee up and down. “I’ve never met an outworlder before.” She frowned. “You don’t look like you’re from another world. Except for your clothes.” She gave Dee another once-over, pulling a face, like she was some paragon of fashion. Her dress was little more than an oversized sack and her clunky shoes were like painted tissue boxes. 

“So, those hunters are really able to track me?” Dee asked, heart rate doubling at the thought. “How are we going to change our scents?” 

Crystal’s pace quickened. For someone so small, she moved fast, zipping like a mouse through a maze, staying off the main streets, sticking to the alleys. 

“Yes,” Crystal said. “They can.” 

As they took another corner and ducked into another alley, Dee checked over her shoulder. No hunters yet. 

“Okay, so… how exactly are we going to throw them off our trail?” 

“Your trail,” Crystal said. 

“You’re the one who’s running,” Dee pointed out. 

The girl slowed. “Yes, well… I never would’ve helped you if I’d known…” 

“Known that a bunch of scuba goons with superhuman sniffers were after me?” 

“Scuba?” Crystal repeated the word, attempting to dissect each letter. She threw a scowl over her shoulder at Dee. “You really are from another world, aren’t you?” 

“You were serious about changing our scents?” Dee asked, ignoring the girl’s stink-face. “How?” 

“There are extracteds,” Crystal said. “They aren’t exactly… Well, this isn’t my fault. I had no idea. I was only being… Anyway, we’ll change our scents and go our separate ways. We’ve never spoken. We’ve never even met,” Crystal said, like she was trying to convince herself. 

“And what about Verge?” Dee asked. “Quell’s going to kill him.” 

Crystal halted at the end of the alley. 

As the day began, the light was turning from dark gray to dusky lilac. The clacking rattle of wheels, the groan of a wagon or carriage, the peculiar sound of a slug sluck-slucking echoed nearby. The small girl with the fine features and silver eyes studied her. “How do you know that?” she asked in a whisper. 

“I don’t ,” Dee said. “Except… I do. Quell didn’t exactly—” 

“Deputy Minister Quell,” Crystal corrected, like she was afraid the hunters might suddenly appear if she didn’t use Quell’s proper title. 

“The evil accountant dude,” Dee said, feeling no urge to show Quell any respect, hunters or no, “yeah, him. He made it pretty clear, without making it clear. He and some other guy… Eclipse have some—” 

Crystal threw her hands up in front of Dee’s face, interrupting her. “His Eminence?” 

“His what?” 

“Minister Eclipse,” Crystal said with a disgruntled sigh. “He’s the leader of the Crescent.” 

“And Quell works for him?” 

“Yes, Master Quell is His Eminence’s deputy, his most senior advisor.” 

“So I guess that means Verge is really screwed.” 

Crystal’s eyes narrowed. “Screwed?” 

Dee batted the question away. “Okay, so the sniffers work for Quell, and Quell works for Eclipse, and Eclipse is in charge of”—she waved toward the street beyond their shadowed alley—“all of this. So what does he want with Verge? Why send him to my world and make him steal my stuff only to bring him back here to kill him?” 

Crystal chewed on her lip for a moment, seeming to think. “Master Quell said he was going to kill Verge?” 

“Not in so many words, but that was the gist.” 

“What did he say, exactly?” 

“I don’t know,” Dee said, head aching like she was being subjected to a pop quiz. “Something about needing another stealer to… bring about a new age or something evil and diabolical like that. I mean, is he for real?” 

Crystal’s gaze turned away. “We can’t get involved,” she said softly. “Whatever is happening—” 

“Can’t get involved? I don’t have a choice. Verge has my ride—” 

“Your ride?” 

“Nid.” 

“Say again?” 

“The glowworm he ripped out of my hair. The… what’s it called?” 

“The Unraveler,” Crystal whispered, recoiling. But then she threw her hands up and shook her head. “No, I don’t care. This has nothing to do with me.” 

She charged onto the sidewalk. 

Dee rolled her eyes and followed. “Look, I know you’re scared—” 

“I am not,” Crystal snapped, turning into another alley. They continued moving steadily downslope. 

“Well, I am,” Dee said. 

Crystal stopped again. This alley was sinuous, wider than the last, so they could stand face-to-face. Or face-to-waist as it were. 

“How do you think I feel?” Dee said to her. “I was brought here by a glowworm. I don’t even really know where here is. I was chased by some super-freaky henchmen. And now I’m stuck here.” 

“If you want to go back to your world, why don’t you shift back?” Crystal asked. 

“Shift?” 

Crystal stared again, but after a moment, blinked her stupor away. “Move between worlds. Use your Spirit Mark to travel back home.” 

Her stomach sank. “My Spirit Mark?” 

“Yes. On your back,” Crystal said slowly, as if talking to a small child. “It allows you to access the Unraveler’s pathways and travel between worlds.” 

“Oh.” 

Crystal folded her arms, waiting. 

“I don’t have a Spirit Mark,” Dee said finally. 

Dollface again looked as though Dee were playing some prank on her. “Don’t have one?” 

“Well, I did, but… I don’t anymore.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“It was removed.” 

Crystal’s hands flew to her mouth, her eyes widening. 

Dee shuffled a bit, uncomfortable. “It’s no big deal.” 

Crystal’s hands dropped. “The Spirit Mark is a gift from the Higher Order. Who removed it? How? Why?” 

“It doesn’t matter. Look, the point is I can’t get back home without Nid. He got me here, why can’t he just open up another… pathway and get himself out of that jar you gave to Verge?” 

The porcelain complexion had taken on a green tinge. “I don’t know exactly. If this creature, Nid, truly is an Unraveler, then he should be able to… Well, I don’t know. The jar is Weaver’s Thread. I didn’t realize it could hold an Unraveler the way it holds an Essence Stone or an extracted—” 

“Okay, time out.” Dee made a T with her hands. “What is an Essence Stone? And what is an extracted?” 

“An Essence Stone is bound to a stealer’s spirit. The stones are used as anchors, so that stealers won’t become lost in the pathways. They can always feel the pull of their Essence Stone bringing them back here.” 

“And an extracted?” Dee pressed on. “That sparkly stuff that Quell’s thugs tossed on me? What was that? Magic?” 

Rubbing the bridge of her nose, Crystal sighed. “In Verge’s bag, there are latents, yes?” 

Dee hugged the bag. “They didn’t belong to him.” 

Crystal glowered up at her. “He stole them?” 

“Yeah…” 

“Because that’s what he does. That’s what stealers… real stealers, do.” 

Dee frowned, opening her mouth to cut pretty little Dollface down a couple more inches, but the girl kept talking. 

“Latents are objects that have been imbued with an attribute—a force, an energy,” Crystal explained. “Most people in other worlds are ignorant of attributes. They have no idea that they have the power to leave energy within objects. Stealers find these objects, latents, and bring them back here. The attributes are then educed—that is, extracted—from the latents. Hence, extracteds.” 

“Magic,” Dee said. 

Crystal frowned. “What is maaa… gic?” 

Dee touched the damp leather of Verge’s bag, thinking about the objects—the latents—inside. “So… you could take the energy out of the stuff in here and what? Use it?” 

“Correct,” Crystal said. “Educers extract the attribute.” She brushed her bangs from her brow. “I am an educer.” 

“You take energy out of a latent so other people can use it?” 

Crystal sagged. “Not yet. I haven’t come into my prowess, but I will, soon.” Her voice had a worried wrinkle in it. 

“So Quell wanted my latents? So he could use their powers?” She shuddered, thinking about Quell ripping the energy out of the latents—energy left there by people she loved. It seemed akin to ripping out one of their organs and eating it. 

“I don’t know what the deputy minister wanted, but…” Crystal’s eyes darted again, to one side and then the other. “It’s none of my concern.” She charged off again. 

Rolling her eyes, Dee followed. 

The smell of fish and brine grew. Through the mishmash of houses, the first rays of ruby-tinted sunlight glittered on the water, turning the sea the color of fresh blood. Anxious sweat beaded on the back of Dee’s neck as people began to appear on the streets. 

Were the scuba goons really tracking her scent? What would they do if they found her? 

The farther downslope they traveled, the more pronounced the architectural hodgepodge. To the left, a spiraling rusting tower punctured by sharpened spears like giant porcupine quills. To the right, a squat concrete, prison-like building with narrow, dark-eyed windows. Next door, a rundown assemblage of wooden cubes that was leaning drunkenly, promising to topple on her at any moment. All of it, too crowded, suffocating, alien. 

This wasn’t her world. She didn’t belong here. She wanted to go home. She had to get home. Somehow. 

Tears itched at her eyes. 

Her elbow bumped someone. He stumbled to the side, crashing into a wall of cloudy, octagonal glass tiles. 

“Sorry.” Dee stopped, wiping her eyes before she reached out to offer her hand to help him. 

Shirtless, the man’s ribs were evident under his sallow skin. And he stank, like a spoiled can of sardines. His long, lank hair was steely gray, the deep creases of his face filled with grime. He leaned for a long moment against the door, eyes wide and unblinking. 

“I’m sorry,” she said again. 

He didn’t seem to hear her, or maybe he was ignoring her. He pushed himself away from the door, the tendons in his neck straining from the effort. 

“I didn’t see you,” she breathed as he staggered away, never looking at her. 

She stared after him. On his back, a black ellipse—the Spirit Mark. 

Crystal edged closer. “We should hurry now. We’ve—” 

“He’s a stealer,” Dee said, watching him drift around the corner out of sight. 

“He was.” Crystal’s lips pursed. “He’s a Void now.” 

Dee frowned down at the girl. “A Void?” 

“His gifts are gone,” Crystal explained. “He wasn’t a strong enough stealer to warrant a place in a house, so he was sent to the Boats.” 

“The Boats?” 

Jamming her hands into her dress pockets, Crystal jerked her head in the other direction. “We must go—” 

“What are the Boats?” Dee asked, more strongly. 

“They’re how we survive,” Crystal huffed. “Stealers work together to transport large quantities of goods into the Crescent. Virtually everything is brought in from other worlds—food, building materials, textiles. The Boats move about to find the correct passages.” 

“He does that by choice?” 

“Choice?” 

Dee’s stomach knotted. “He’s no better than a slave.” 

Crystal’s chin lifted, indignant. “He’s not a slave. Everyone has to contribute. Everyone has to do the work they’re bred to do, one way or another. Otherwise, we’d all suffer. Our civilization would fall apart. That’s the way it works.” 

Dee sneered. “And the way it works is by making stealers into slaves?” 

Crystal didn’t back down. “What would you know about it? You don’t know anything about this world, or how it works, or what it means to be a part of the Crescent. Because if you did, you would know that you have to be a part of it if you want to survive. Everyone working together, staying to their breed, doing their duty, for the betterment of all.” 

Dee jabbed her finger in the direction of the stealer, but he was gone from sight now. “Did that guy look like he was benefitting?” 

“Betterment, not benefit.” Crystal took a strident step forward. “It’s about the survival of us all, not just the life of one. He used his gifts in the way the Crescent needed him to use them.” 

“And then what? He gets sucked dry and kicked out on the streets?” 

“He will not live long.” 

“Is that supposed to make it okay?” Dee asked, incredulous. “Does that seem right to you?” 

“It’s the way things are,” Crystal said stubbornly. “I’m certain your world is a paradise, yes?” 

Dee’s jaw clenched. 

“Here, everyone has a place, everyone is made use of, and when they are done with their work, they die. That’s the way of it. Even the Tip stealers don’t live very long. Better that he contributed, better that he gave—” 

“Wait, don’t live long? Why not? How long do stealers live?” 

“I once heard of a stealer who lived to be almost fifty—” 

“Almost fifty?” 

“He was very old,” Crystal said, “for a stealer.” 

“Fifty is old?” 

“Most live to see their forties.” 

Dee’s head throbbed. “Why do they die so young?” 

“Forty is hardly young,” Crystal retorted. “Only sages and leaders live much longer, into their sixties, some of them. Many educers reach their fifties, seers too. Hunters, of course, if they’re any good, die young—their twenties. Unless they’re retired to breed. Some of those reach forty, I’ve heard. But that seems very old for a hunter.” 

 “But why? Why does everyone die so young?” 

“That’s simply how long we live,” Crystal said with a shrug. “Is that young in your world? How long do your people live?” 

“My grandpa is almost seventy.” 

Crystal’s eyes widened. “And what breed is he?” 

“Breed?” 

“You don’t have breeds in your world?” 

“Yeah, we do, of dogs. Not people. People are just… people.” 

“And are dogs not just dogs?” she asked. 

“We have people who speak different languages, who look different, but at the end of the day, they’re just people.” 

Crystal seemed to have forgotten her urgency to be rid of Dee and appeared to contemplate what Dee had said. “I’ve heard of this. This is why stealers have the polylinguistic gift.” 

“Poly…?” Dee felt like smacking herself. “I’m not speaking English.” 

“Eng-lish?” 

Her fingers dug into her hair. She’d been speaking another language and hadn’t realized it. How was that possible? Because she was a stealer? But no, she wasn’t a stealer. She couldn’t shift and she didn’t steal. And she wasn’t going to die at forty either, was she? 

“My father would’ve loved to learn about your world,” Crystal said, her face falling. “He spent much of his free time studying the nature of the many worlds. He was a brilliant man.” 

“Was?” Dee was afraid to ask. 

Did people die early in this world because they didn’t eat well? That mauluke hadn’t looked like the best thing in any world, but it had restored her, like a supercharged energy drink. 

Was it something in the air that killed them off so young? Poison in the water? It had to be something in their environment, something they did to themselves. It wasn’t genetic… was it? Like the Mark or the ability to understand alien languages. 

“I have to get out of here,” Dee breathed. 

This seemed to bring Crystal back to herself. She scanned the street again, but other than a woman in a baggy cloak sweeping the stoop outside a twisted spire of a building—like a unicorn’s horn—they were alone. 

Without another word, Crystal started down the street again. 

Insides still knotting, Dee trudged after her. 

She wanted to find a way to throw the hunters off her trail, but even if she could do that, then what? 

How was she going to get home? 





Chapter 13 


As the day warmed, the air grew stagnant, stinking of dead fish and wet garbage. 

Crystal led Dee into a shadowy maze of concrete ruins. Jagged shards of glass protruded from the walls, like thousands of salvaged shark teeth, clearly embedded there to deter would-be climbers. Little lizards—crimson with purple spots—raced between them fearlessly. Dee, on the other hand, kept her arms pinned tight to her sides and did her best not to veer too far from the middle of the alley. 

Deep in the twists and turns of this labyrinth, they came upon two brutes. 

Clad in heavy, hooded black coats, they stood guard outside the open doorway of a towering, industrial-looking hovel. Faces obscured behind black cowls, only their eyes were visible, highlighted by thick, red smears of paint, like Cloud’s had been. From beyond the threshold, a clamorous jangle of activity issued. 

Without hesitation, Crystal passed them, submerging into the noisy darkness. 

They didn’t even glance at her. 

They were fixed on Dee. 

One had piercing blue eyes, like February ice. The other’s were smog-brown. 

The weight of their gazes made her tense. Even though she'd been the target of unwanted attention her entire life, this feeling was entirely different from being singled out by Sly Vasquez for a round of pick-on-Freaky-Dee. 

Their eyes were so… hungry. 

She did not want to be dinner. 

But as intimidating as they were, they were nothing compared to Brown Eyes and his pack. The thought that he might find her pushed her past them, after Crystal, into the murk. 

Inside, the air was even worse than in the alley, like dropping into a greasy seafood restaurant’s Dumpster on a hot summer day. 

Below, a sprawling tent city. 

Lights glowed dimly under heavy swaths of fabric, concealing whatever might be held within. Above, the ceiling was lost in a haze, shafts of early morning sunlight pushing through broken windows, failing to break the gloom entirely. 

Halfway down the metal flight of stairs, Crystal stopped. “Hurry up,” she hissed. 

A huddled trio hustled up the stairs, pushing by Crystal and then Dee. They didn’t stop to apologize. As soon as they were gone, a spritely little kid with a big black mark on his back zipped down the stairs, his neon-green dreads flying out behind him. 

“Watch out,” he said as he slipped by her. 

Crystal wrinkled her nose at him and then impatiently beckoned Dee down. 

The steps groaned as she joined Crystal. 

“Where are we?” Dee asked in a hush. Not that she needed to whisper, there was plenty of noise to cover her words—furtive murmurs, barking laughter, a blistering argument. 

“Mist Market,” Crystal replied. “Let’s go.” 

Down into the jumble of stalls. Sidelong glances were cast at them as they wound through the crowds and vendors. Unlike the goods at the Morning Market, on prominent and enticing display, it was difficult to determine what anyone at Mist Market was selling, though there seemed to be plenty of business. 

More of those hooded goon types patrolled the close quarters. A particularly massive one with black eyes—highlighted by hasty swipes of sparkling green paint—turned to leer at her. 

For some reason, her face flooded with heat. She sidled behind Crystal. Not that the tiny girl offered any protection. 

“Who are they?” she whispered to Crystal. 

Crystal frowned, pausing to search the chaos. “Who?” 

“The thugs.” 

Crystal’s gaze flicked over to the beast in his black hood. His partner slapped him on the shoulder and motioned him onwards. 

“Hunters,” Crystal said in that matter-of-fact voice of hers. 

“I can see that,” Dee hissed, legs jittery. “Why do they keep staring at me?” 

This earned her a slantwise look. “Why do you think?” 

“Because they’re creeps?” 

Crystal muttered incoherently under her breath and then, with the loudest sigh yet, said, “Hunters and stealers are predisposed to be physically attracted to one another. It’s in their natures.” She turned, ducking under an oily-looking bit of cloth, joining the steady flow of market-goers. 

“In their natures?” Dee stuck even closer to the girl, stepping on her heels more than once. “Is this a breed thing again?” 

“That’s precisely what it is,” Crystal retorted. “Even in the Time Before, when our natures were not as defined as they are now, every band had its hunters and the dominant hunter had a scout. That’s what stealers used to be called, scouts. It was a scout who found this world for our people and saved us all when our old world was dying.” 

“Great.” Dee hugged her arms close to her body and let her hair fall over her face. “So you’re saying hunters have a thing for stealers.” 

“A thing?” Crystal repeated, like she was annoyed by Dee’s use of undefined words. 

Dee knew just how she felt. 

“Forget about it,” Dee muttered. 

They edged by someone whose face was wrapped in brown leather, like a mummy, with huge curving horns on his head. She almost bumped into another scrappy little stealer kid who was haggling with a woman over big glass jars of fiery-smelling powders that made Dee’s eyes water. At the neighboring stall, Crystal stopped. 

Heavy swags of fabric hung low over the scarred, wooden slab of a table. 

Dee hovered behind Crystal, peering into the shadows. 

The stall appeared empty except for a pile of rags in the back. 

Of course, she now knew better than to assume a pile of rags was simply a pile of rags. 

Crystal rapped her knuckles on the table. “Scarp, come out. It’s me, Crystal.” 

A long moment passed. 

Dee tucked a few twisted cables of curls behind her ear. She didn’t want to think how horrid her hair must look—not that any of those brute hunters had seemed to mind. She’d never been so blatantly eye-frisked before. It made her want to take a shower. That, and the fact that she didn’t exactly smell like a dozen roses. 

Next to them, the spice woman had finished her business with the young stealer. She plucked a bit of straw from the decorative frill surrounding the face of a wooden clock hanging on one of her tent poles. Instead of numbers, moon phases were carved into the dark, weathered surface. Two rusty chains hung beneath the clock face, one shorter than the other. The woman used the straw to pick at her teeth, giving Dee an appraising once-over before turning away. The stiff iridescent ruffles sprouting from the back of her jacket made her look like a giant, mutant butterfly. 

Finally, the pile of rags moved. 

“What’s that?” a tinny voice asked. “Who’s there?” 

“You know me,” Crystal snapped. “Come out.” 

“Don’t know you.” The pile shifted again. “The only Crystal I knew moved up the curve. Doesn’t come round here no more. Taken into a good, big knot, she was. Hasn’t any reason to come down here into the motley and the rust.” 

Crystal slammed her fists down, shaking the table. “I don’t have time for this.” Her voice lowered into a growl. “I’ve got problems. Tip type problems. So if you can’t help me, then I’ll—” 

The pile rose, proving to be, in fact, a thin-framed man in a saggy, gray robe. His elegant, black walking stick cracked against the stone floor. A gauzy gray veil hung over his face. With the top of his stick, he pushed it aside. The material slid like a shower curtain, attached to something under his hair. He draped it over his shoulder. 

His white-blond hair was slicked back from his high forehead, fixed in a knot at the crown. His pouty lips curled into a smirk as he looked down at Crystal. 

“You must be in some tasty trouble”—he placed his stick and then his gloved hands on the table—“if you’re coming to me.” 

“Are you still trading for Stream?” 

Shrewd, his green eyes touched on Dee and then slid back to Crystal. “Haven’t you heard, spoonful? Stream’s undone. Atoll’s sharpening the blade these days. But I suppose that sort of information isn’t much needed up in the big houses, is it?” 

“I don’t care who’s running things in this sewer anymore,” Crystal snarled, giving Scarp the same dose of derision he was giving her. “I need to change my scent.” 

The fine lines of his eyebrows shot up. They were an ordinary kind of pale blond, not like Verge’s—that true, pure white. 

Pain punched at Dee’s chest. Verge. Quell was going to kill him. She felt certain of it. 

But that wasn’t her problem, no matter how much sunburn he gave her. 

It wasn’t. It wasn’t. It wasn’t. 

“Well, my little mouthful,” Scarp said with a thin smile. “You have gotten into a stink, haven’t you? And how high up on the cut are these dogs that have caught your sweet scent?” 

“Does it matter?” Crystal growled. 

“It might,” he replied. 

“It’s not me. It’s her.” Crystal cocked her thumb at Dee. “She’s the one they want.” 

Scarp finally took some interest in Dee, but it wasn’t like when the hooded brutes had ogled her. His gaze was clinical, mentally measuring her weight and height and assessing what she might be worth pound for pound. 

“Well, now, that makes it a tad tricky, don’t it?” 

“Why?” Crystal asked. “Business so bad you have to gouge an old friend?” 

“Friend?” Scarp rasped out a humorless laugh. “Our fathers were friends, for what it was worth, which wasn’t much. As I recall, you were too good for all of us down here in the rust.” 

“Do you have what I need or not?” 

“I have it,” he said. “You know I have it.” 

“Let me see it.” 

He picked up his stick, spun it around in his hand, and tapped his finger on the smooth black surface. A little door popped open. From the opening, he withdrew a glass vial wrapped in silvery threads. Setting it down in front of Crystal, he snapped the hidden panel shut. He placed the stick once again on the table. 

The liquid inside the vial glowed, yellow as a radioactive daffodil. 

Crystal picked it up and inspected it. 

For a second, the overpowering scents of the market vanished. The air was clean, fresh, untouched. 

“That’s what we need,” Dee said. 

Scarp and Crystal looked at her, neither with a very friendly expression. 

“How do you know?” Crystal asked. 

Scarp’s brow lofted higher, his gaze sharpened. Dee had the urge to hide behind her hair again. 

“I imagine you’re a savory bite for the ones who have that palate,” he remarked coolly. “Is that all this is?” He turned back to Crystal. “Stealer’s bored with her mutt and wants to put him off her trail?” 

“It’s none of your concern why and what.” Crystal plunked the vial onto the table. “What do you want for it?” 

“All depends,” he replied, “on how much you need.” 

“Enough for both of us.” 

He folded his arms. “That’s not how this one’s measured.” 

“How then?” 

“It’s not about you and her. It’s about him. The mutt after her. He’s got the scent, so he must be high up the curve. But how high? That’s the question. That’s what matters. No sniffers round here. Don’t know too many knot pups that can tail a scent very far or for very long either. All the real trackers, they’re purebred, and they’re all chrome, aren’t they? But how chrome? That’ll tell you how much you need.” 

Crystal shot Dee a dark look. 

She wanted to shoot it back, but she was too busy keeping an eye out for lecherous hunters. It was making her so tense her ears had started to ring. She rubbed one of them, trying to blot out the high-pitched whine. Doing so only transformed the ring into a faint, static buzz. 

“Polychrome?” Scarp was asking. “Bi-chrome?” 

“What would you want for all of it?” 

Scarp snorted. “The only reason you’d need all of it is if you had yourself KETS after you. A whole monochrome pack…” 

Crystal’s hands balled into fists. 

Scarp’s thin smile melted away. “You haven’t …?” 

“All of it,” Crystal said, more strongly. “What do you want?” 

His eyes darted, as if suddenly sensing danger. “You got your prowess?” 

Her shoulders sagged. “No.” 

The steady stream of bizarre patrons in their alien costumes continued around them—trailing feather skirts, pants of patchwork leather, cloaks of gleaming gold panels. Faces caked in glittering silver, studded with beads, hidden behind boxes and orbs, some glowing, some smoking. Hair wired with metal contraptions, twisted up in Slinky coils, or fanned flat like cutting blades. The air was too thick, too heavy, too oversaturated. Even in nothing but her tank top and hoodie, sweat carved trails across Dee’s chest and back. 

“So we’re weighing out in raw?” Scarp was asking. 

Crystal nodded. 

“What’ve you got?” 

She turned to Dee. “Show him your latents.” 

Dee hugged her bag. “What?” 

Tight doll lips. “Show him what you have.” 

“Why?” 

Crystal’s nostrils flared. She stepped closer to Dee, her voice dropping. 

“We have to change our scents, don’t we?” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“That will do it, right?” She pointed to the vial. 

Dee nodded. She didn’t know how she knew, but she did. 

“He’s not going to give it to us for nothing.” 

But Dee’s hold remained tight around the bag. “You want me to give him my latents?” 

Crystal threw her hands up in the air. “That’s what latents are for!” 

“If you need a leader to straighten out your stealer there, spoonful,” Scarp drawled, “you let me know.” 

“You know where I can find a leader?” Crystal sneered. 

Scarp’s smirk deepened. “Oh, spoonful, my tender sensitivities. Ouch.” 

“Just keep out…” 

Crystal and Scarp continued to bicker, but Dee wasn’t listening. 

The static in her ears had grown to a whining hiss. Sizzling heat built under her skin, like her blood had been set to boil. She started to unzip her hoodie, but then thought better of it. Wiping the sweat from her brow, she blew a breath up over her face, scanning the crowd, leg jogging anxiously. 

The green-dreadlocked stealer dodged and weaved through the patrons toward them. 

Without stopping, he grabbed one of the chains on the spice woman’s clock and yanked. 

The clock’s hands spun, landing on midnight—new moon. 

A deep, resonant bong sounded. 

Then the kid was gone and so was the crowd behind him. 

Spice woman vanished too, leaving her jars unattended. 

Curtains fluttered down over stalls. 

Scarp’s eyes widened. He grabbed for the vial at the same moment as Crystal. She reached it first. His hand clamped down over hers. 

“Give it to me,” he said through his teeth. 

“What’s going on?” Dee’s voice was overloud in the swelling silence. 

“We need it.” Crystal didn’t budge. 

Dee backed up, grabbing at Crystal. 

“Dollface, I think we should—” 

And then she saw him. 

At the far end of the now-empty aisle, he stalked into view, smooth and silent as a shadow. 

Her hunter. 

Even fifty yards away, through a dingy haze, in a dark warehouse, behind his mask, and under the hood of his brow, she could see his eyes. 

Molten. Brown. 

Black and white. 

Life. Death. 

Hunter and prey. 

She snagged Crystal’s elbow and yanked. 

“Dollface.” 

But Crystal was looking in the opposite direction. She let out a whimper. 

Two more KETS prowled toward them. 

The warehouse had gone chillingly silent. 

Dee’s breath grated in her ears, along with that growing static whine. 

A low whistle broke through the stagnant air, like a mournful bird. Echoing all around. 

Her heart leapt into her throat. She recognized the sound from Quell’s. And suddenly, she understood it. 

Not a bird. 

The hunters. 

They communicated with whistles. 

And she knew what this one meant: They had her surrounded. 

Brown Eyes had gone still, gaze locked on her. 

Then, he surged forward. 

Crystal screamed. 

Dee snatched Scarp’s walking stick from the table. 

“Hey!” Scarp pitched forward, grabbing for the stick. As he did, he must’ve caught sight of Brown Eyes barreling toward them, because he suddenly released Crystal and dashed back into his tent. 

Crystal tumbled to the ground, clutching the vial to her chest. 

The other two hunters ran at them too—closing in. 

Walking stick gripped in her hands, Dee stood over Crystal. 

“Drink it! Or whatever!” she barked. 

“But, but—” 

Dee hooked Crystal’s arm and tugged her up to her feet. She grabbed the vial and popped the cap. 

“Do we drink it?” she demanded. 

Crystal nodded. 

She slammed back a shot and then thrust the vial into Crystal’s trembling hands once more. “Close your eyes. Try not to breathe in.” 

Crystal downed the remainder of the liquid. 

Brown Eyes came within lunging range. 

Dee swung the stick. 

But she didn’t aim for him. 

Instead, she swept butterfly-woman’s jars off their table. 

Glass shattered against stone. 

Squeezing her eyes shut, she spun and seized Crystal again. 

Alien spice plumed in the air. The fiery cloud scorched her throat, even though she was holding her breath. 

Brown Eyes let out a pained howl. 

Dee plunged through the pain-inducing haze, pushing Crystal ahead of her. Even with her eyes closed, she could sense Brown Eyes. 

He must’ve been able to sense her too, because as she slid past him, he swiped and caught her leg. 

Her panicked brain yelped, I’m not ready! 

Swinging the stick around, she clocked him in the face. 

The crack made her wince and almost gasp. 

Thorns of pain exploded under her skin, razor-sharp barbs puncturing her veins, blooming out from her temple in a dizzying ache. She stumbled, banging into a table. 

Crystal pulled her frantically, towing her ahead. 

Together, they ran. 





Chapter 14 


Were her eyes bleeding? Had the top layers of her skin burned off? 

Every breath was a searing exercise in torture. Next to her, Crystal was screaming as she ran. 

Okay, so maybe it hadn’t been the best plan. 

Through her stinging, watery eyes, everything was a blur. Ahead of her, a looming, black structure—stairs? 

Please? 

In spite of the pain, she kept moving. Not as fast as she would’ve if she hadn’t been dragging Crystal along, but she couldn’t leave Dollface to Quell’s guards. 

At the stairs, she grabbed the handrails, panting and wincing with each scalding inhale and exhale. Crystal hauled her tiny body up the first few steps and then toppled, crying out. 

Dee reached for her, to urge her to her feet, when her own shoulder was seized. 

She was spun around. A fist slammed into her face. 

If she thought she’d been in pain before, she was wrong. 

She crumpled to the ground, ears ringing, head spinning. Daggers of agony sliced into her jaw and cheekbones, underscoring the burn that was eating away at her skin. 

The pack’s whistling calls were bouncing around her skull. 

Her attacker—a female from the feminine tenor of her growl—caught Dee’s neck and brought her face up so close that Dee could make out the dark slits of her eyes, the blondish tint of her hair. The hunter didn’t speak, rather she squeezed Dee’s throat until it no longer mattered how painful her breaths were because she couldn’t get one in. 

And then, the hunter collapsed. Her strangling grip, gone. 

Dee gasped. How was it possible that it could hurt to breathe even more than it had before? She didn’t know. But unfortunately, it did. 

Before she could get her bearings, she was doused with something cold, thick, and sticky-sweet. 

More splattering was joined by Crystal squeaking in surprise. 

Miraculously, the burning subsided. A grateful breath escaped her throat. 

“I should’ve brought more.” A bulky shadow appeared in front of her, a warm hand grasped her arm gently. “We have to hurry.” 

She blinked. Her vision remained blurred, eyes aching and stinging. “Who—” 

“You?” Crystal said with a note of scorn. 

“Can you move?” he asked Crystal as he helped Dee to her feet. 

Then she recognized the long whips of hair, the earthy scent. 

“Dusk?” 

“We have to run,” he said. “Now.” 

“I can’t ,” Crystal whimpered. 

“Then I’ll carry you,” he said. 

“No—” 

Dee blinked rapidly, willing her eyes to focus again. 

Meanwhile, her cheek throbbed, swelling painfully, like a balloon had been inserted under her skin and was rapidly inflating. 

The ooze he’d splattered her with was hardening, turning her clothes stiff. 

“No time to argue.” The brown blob that was Dusk stooped and snatched Crystal off her feet, throwing her over his shoulder. “Dark Star, the stick, bring it.” He rushed by her, away from the stairs. 

Spotting the long black cylinder on the dark stone floor, she scooped it up and rushed after him. 

“Where?” Her voice rasped, half-charred and choked. 

“Ssshh,” he hissed as he hurried into the shadows ahead of her. Crystal seemed to have resolved herself to her fate of being lugged over some strange boy’s shoulder. Though, in truth, she didn’t have much choice. 

Every step jarred Dee’s vision back into clarity; or more precisely, each step hurt, bringing tears to her eyes, which cleared them. Dusk crouched by a hole in the floor. He slid Crystal off his shoulder. She sagged at the edge of the hole and then disappeared into it. 

Grasping Dee’s arm, he gestured toward the opening. He moved so close that his lips grazed her ear. 

“Jump.” 

She nodded, scooted to the edge, and plummeted. 


[image: scene break]


“Stop here,” Dusk said finally. 

Huffing, Dee leaned heavily against the curved wall of the sewer tunnel. 

Dusk, carrying Crystal piggyback as they slogged through ankle-deep water, set the girl down in a raised opening that appeared mostly dry—at least as dry as anything could be in a sewer. 

Dee slid down the wall to her haunches.

Her clothes were plastered to her skin, stiff and itchy. But whatever Dusk had dowsed her with had eased the worst of the spice bomb’s effects, so she wasn’t complaining.

“Give me the minceman’s stick,” he said. 

She held the stick out to him without looking up. 

Though her vision had improved, she couldn’t seem to focus. 

It wasn’t as though she’d never faced death. She knew it was going to happen. A kid couldn’t spend as much time as she had in the hospital and not deal with some hard realities. While she’d come to accept that death was inevitable, she’d never felt its presence as keenly as she had when the blonde hunter had seized her throat. 

At least she’d escaped—she glanced back down the dark tunnel—but for how long? 

“Here, Crystal,” she heard Dusk say. 

A moment later, he crouched beside Dee and put a half-full vial in her hand. “Take this.” 

Dim light shafted from an opening not far down the tunnel. By it, she could make out a soft pink liquid swirling in the silver-veined glass vial. Just looking at it made her feel better. She downed it quickly. 

A silky cool sensation flooded her mouth, soothing her scorched throat and relieving the legions of agony trampling through her. 

She panted—full, wonderful, not-burning breaths. 

Unfortunately, whatever extracted Dusk had given her also healed her temporarily wounded sense of smell. The stench that greeted her almost made her lose what little she’d eaten earlier. 

Swallowing back the sour bulge, she stared again in the direction they’d come. 

“They’re not following us,” Dusk said softly. 

“How can you be sure?” she asked. 

“The spices,” he said. “They damaged the KETS tracking senses… temporarily.” 

“Are you sure?” she asked. 

But before he could answer, Crystal stirred from her perch above them. 

“You knew we would be attacked,” she said down to him. 

“I had a vision,” he confirmed. 

“You saved us,” Dee said. 

A smile played around his lips and honey-hued eyes. Even in the weak light, she could see their warm, clear color. “Of course I did.” 

“You had a vision?” she asked. “You can really see the future?” 

“You’re not trained. You’re not licensed,” Crystal said. She, like Dee, must’ve been feeling better, because her voice was brash and strong. 

“You’re right,” he said. “I’m not.” 

Dee turned over the vial in her hand. Clearly, it was some kind of healing potion. Its cooling effects continued to spread, easing her aches, the burns, the swelling throb of her cheek. Even if people in the Crescent didn’t know the word, it was magic. 

Her hand tightened around the vial. 

What would people back home give for this kind of magic? Anything? Everything? Yet… it was stolen. Verge’s bag hung limply at her hip, concealing her latents. They weren’t simply objects imbued with attributes, like Crystal had said. They were pieces of the people she loved—pieces of their souls. 

The thought that she’d drunk a bit of someone’s grandpa or neighbor churned her stomach. She whipped the empty bottle away. It splashed into the muck. 

“That was wasteful,” Crystal chided. “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to make a Weaver’s Thread vial?” 

“No,” Dee said. “And I don’t care.” She surged back up to her feet. “You two should get out of here. Go… wherever. We’ve changed our scents. The KETS are disabled, for the moment. You don’t want to be around me.” 

“At least you’re right about something,” Crystal grumbled. 

“We can’t leave you, Dark Star,” Dusk said, rising slowly. 

“Speak for yourself.” Crystal sneered, though he couldn’t see it with his back to her. 

“You’ve got some way of showing gratitude, you know that, Dollface?” Dee said. “He just carried you all this way. He saved us from those hunters—” 

“For now,” Dusk said. “But we’ll see them again when we break into the Apex.” 

A long silence followed this announcement. 

Mentally flipping through her Crescent dictionary, Dee failed to locate the Apex.  

Crystal glared at the back of Dusk’s head. “You truly are warped.” She dropped down. Her nose wrinkled as her shoes splashed into the stinking water. “I appreciate your assistance, but to suggest—” 

His smile remained unperturbed. “We’re a plexus, Crystal.” 

Plexus… searching, searching… nada. 

“What’s an Apex?” Dee asked. “And a plexus? And do either of those things have anything to do with me going home?” 

Crystal was too busy gaping at Dusk to reply. “You’re skewed, that’s what. Completely.” 

“Maybe.” Dusk shrugged. “But it’s true.” 

“A plexus.” Crystal shook her head, laughing derisively. “I’m not going to sit here and listen to your mad ramblings.” She turned one way and then the other, stirring the fetid sludge. “How do I get out of here?” she demanded finally. 

“We have to help Dee,” he said with saintly patience. “She’s our stealer.” 

Crystal’s porcelain face looked like it was about to crack. “She is not—” She pursed her lips, nostrils flaring. “Which way out?” 

“You can’t get out of a plexus,” he replied. “You should know that.” 

With a growl of frustration, she stormed away toward the dim shaft of light. 

“What’s a plexus?” Dee asked again. “And the Apex? And why did you say I have to break in there?” 

“Because that’s where they’re holding Verge,” he replied. “I don’t know why. But I do know that you have to help him. We have to go there.” 

Standing in the beam of light, Crystal’s pale face was ghostly thanks to the residue of whatever Dusk had thrown on them, like she’d been dusted in flour. 

“Verge has Nid,” Dee said. “Unless Darth Accountant took the jar from him. That’s why I have to find him, to get Nid back, so I can go home.” 

“Home.” His eyes gleamed brighter. “That’s right. That’s what this is about—finding your way home.” 

Goose bumps prickled up her arms. 

“Right…” She cleared her throat. “So…” 

Suddenly, his shoulders sagged, his brow furrowed. 

She reached for him. “Are you okay?” 

He bowed, hands covering his face. “No.” 

“Hello!” Crystal was calling toward the opening above. “Hello!” 

“Are you crazy?” Dee snapped at her. “Those brutes are still out there.” 

“I have to go home,” Crystal said. “It’ll be bad enough for me as it is.” 

Shuffling back, Dusk bumped into the wall, doubling over. 

Dee scowled at Crystal, though she doubted Dollface could see her through the gloom. 

Crouching beside Dusk, she wrapped her arm around him. “What’s wrong?” 

“It’s her,” he said, breathlessly through his hands. 

“What did you do to him?” Dee shot over her shoulder to Crystal, who was trudging back toward them. 

“Me?” Crystal sniped. “I didn’t do anything…” She frowned down at him. “He’s untrained, that’s the problem. Untrainable, that is. He can’t control his visions, so he’s useless. I’ve seen him… He’s always outside the market, begging.” 

Whatever had afflicted Dusk seemed to pass. 

He placed his hands on his knees, still doubled over, like he might vomit, and looked up at Crystal. “Not the market. Bog House,” he said. “I have to stay close to you.” 

Crystal’s eyes widened, like she’d been slapped. “What?” 

Straightening up, he said, “You’re my anchor.” 

Her cheeks sucked in. “I am not an anchor.” 

“Anchor?” Dee asked, hoping that this time she would actually receive an answer. 

“The sight catches me, like a storm wave, and tosses me, drawing me from shore,” he said. 

“Huh?” 

“His visions.” Annoyed-teacher tone again. “He’s a seer. His gift—the sight—is extremely difficult to control, which is why he’s untrainable, because he can’t  control them. It’s caused him to lose his mind. Now he’s brought us down to this foul, disgusting place and trapped us here. I have to return home, at once.” 

“So you need Crystal to be your anchor to keep you from getting lost in visions of… what? The future?” Dee asked. “That’s how you knew where we’d be and that we’d need help. And how you knew my name on the street.” 

He nodded wearily. The glow of his eyes pulsed faintly. Or maybe it was just her imagination. 

“Your father is there too,” he said softly. 

For a second, Dee thought he was talking to her. Her heart skipped. 

“What did you say?” Crystal said, tone daring him to say it again. 

“Moss, your father,” he said. “He’s at the Apex. He’s been there all along.” 

Crystal’s brow furrowed. “What if he is? It doesn’t matter to me. I have to go home now. I’m a part of a knot.” 

“You’re a part of a plexus.” 

Crystal stamped her foot, splashing brackish gunk up onto her legs. “Stop saying that!” 

And then, for a long moment, they were silent. 

Crystal glared at Dusk. Dusk gazed sedately back at her. Dee just wished they could get out of the sewer already. 

“There is no such thing as a plexus,” Crystal stated in a hushed, flat tone. 

“Then how did I know about this?” He reached into one of the many bulging pockets of his ratty pants and withdrew… something that looked like curved, metal calipers wrapped in leather. 

Crystal’s silvery gaze seemed drawn to the contraption in spite of herself. Her voice came out breathy. “What’s that?” 

“You know what it is.” 

She looked away again, and then back, and then away, chewing on her lip all the while. “They won’t work. It’s a trick. You’re as warped as a wet board, that’s what.” 

He held them out to her. “Try them and see.” 

Crossing her arms, Dollface turned away again. Dusk’s arm dropped back to his side. 

“Apex?” Dee asked one last time. 

“The great black pyramid,” Dusk replied. 

She recoiled. “That’s where they have Verge?” 

But what was she saying? Of course that’s where they had Verge. 

Dusk’s eyes were losing their glowing sheen. “First, you have to repair the connection between Crystal and me, then—” 

“There is no connection between us,” Crystal said through her teeth. “There is no such thing as a plexus. They don’t happen.” 

Dee’s fingers raked into the stiff snarls of her hair. “A…?” 

“A plexus,” Crystal spat. “It’s a myth. Back at the beginning of Time, when our people first arrived on this world, there was a plexus, a group whose threads were bound together—a leader, a sage, a seer, an educer, and a scout. Together, they led our people and acted as an intermediary to the Higher Order.” 

“Threads?” 

“Each of us is made up of threads,” Crystal replied, exasperated. “All of us are connected, to one another, to the world, to everything in the universe. But it is said those in the plexus are… more connected.” 

“And it’s true,” Dusk said. 

“It’s not! It’s a story,” Crystal insisted, though her gaze kept flicking to the bundle in Dusk’s hand. “I’m not connected to either of you. Not like that.” 

Dee let out a sigh. “Look, I don’t care about stories or threads or any of that. Not unless it’s going to get me home, okay?” 

“She’s not even a real stealer,” Crystal said, like Dee hadn’t spoken. “Her Mark was removed.” 

Dee’s hand curled into a fist. She wasn’t normally a violent person, but this world seemed to bring out all kinds of new inclinations she hadn’t been aware she possessed. 

“You’ll see.” Dusk pushed away from the wall. “Once the connection is repaired. You’ll know it.” 

Crystal sneered. “I’m not going anywhere with you.” 

“Stay down here if you like,” he said, not looking back as he climbed into the dry opening and ducked out of sight. 

Dee hefted herself into the tunnel after him. 

“You can’t believe him,” Crystal said after her. “He’s not stable. He’s not sane.” 

Over her shoulder, Dee smirked. “Everything about this world seems insane to me, Dollface.” 





Chapter 15 


Through the dark, narrow shaft they crawled until they reached a ladder. Up they climbed, Dusk, Dee, then Crystal, out of the sewers, Dollface grumbling the whole way. 

At the top, Dusk cranked a lever and pushed open a hatch. 

A warm gush of air sluiced over them. Crystal’s endless torrent of complaints ceased. Dee was more grateful for that than the fresh air. 

Dusk offered her his hand, which she took. 

Only then did she realize she’d lost Crystal’s patch-slug somewhere along the way. Where it had been, there was now a thin scar. 

He reached down for Crystal. 

“I don’t want your help,” she snapped at him. 

Dee stepped away from the hatch, boots scraping over dust and debris. 

Obviously abandoned, the building might’ve been a factory in a previous life. Squat metal support columns stood at attention in two rows before the many empty windows. Gaping holes in the ceiling exposed sagging metal mesh where the original surface had fallen away, much of which lay strewn underfoot. Chunks of the floor were missing too. 

Treading with care across the spongy floorboards, she edged toward a huge rupture in the outer wall. 

She blinked against the sunlight and warmth of the day. 

Beyond, an expanse of amethyst water—the bay. And half a dozen boxy ships—the Boats, she guessed. Her guts twisted when she remembered the stealer she’d bumped into earlier—the Void. Away from the ships and the water, the terraces hugged the mountainside. Nearby, the buildings were a mottled jumble. Those higher up, farther off, gleamed white as bleached bones under the noonday sun. And in the greatest distance, the greatest height, dominating all, the smooth black planes, the sharp edges, the piercing point—the Apex. 

Her blood chilled. 

Dusk sidled up next to her. 

“Nice view.” Her throat sounded like it was full of sand. 

“We don’t have much time,” he said. 

“Of course not.” She chuckled weakly. “Why would we?” 

His fingers brushed hers, and she relaxed a bit. “Don’t worry.” 

Lingering near the hatch, Crystal scanned their derelict surroundings. “This is the old pumping station,” she said, more to herself than them. “We’re not far from home.” But whatever relief had been in her voice was replaced with a tight tremor of anxiety. “I’m late. I’m going to be in so much trouble.” 

“You’re not going back there, Crystal,” Dusk said. 

She took a few threatening steps toward him. Chalky white residue flaked off her clothes. Her lower half was soaked with brownish muck. But she’d lost none of her hauteur. 

“And how do you plan on stopping me?” Crystal challenged. 

“By proving to you that you don’t belong there.” He grasped Dee’s arm for a brief moment, and then notched his head for her to follow as he picked his way across the soft, groaning floor. 

“There is nothing you can do that would prove anything to me,” Crystal retorted. 

“Why are you so mean?” Dee asked. 

They moved into a shadowed corner, where there were no windows and the floors were still intact. There, a gray lump that might’ve been a mattress, strewn with rumpled blankets. Dusk rested Scarp’s stick against an overturned crate that held a variety of bizarre objects. A clutch of rusted bolts, a jar full of rocks, a little pyramid constructed of tightly rolled bits of paper. Like the scraps of this and that were knotted into his hair, they seemed to have no rhyme or reason. Maybe Crystal was right. Maybe Dusk was a bit… warped. 

“I have to get out of here,” Crystal said. “I don’t want anything more to do with this.” 

Crystal’s words stung, mostly because Dee knew how she felt. 

Once again, Dusk dug into his pocket. “And what about this?” 

He held out the metal calipers. 

Crystal’s eyes touched on them and then flicked away. Her jaw hardened. 

“I’m leaving,” she announced. 

She spun around, back toward the hatch. 

“Wait!” he cried, too late. 

The wood under her cracked and broke. 

She yelped, plunging. 

Dee leapt forward and snagged Crystal’s arm, crashing hard, flat on her stomach. 

Crystal dangled, clutching desperately at Dee’s forearm. 

The planks under Dee moaned in protest. 

Dee’s shoulder burned. The splintered board bit at her biceps. 

Below, Crystal’s legs swung over an expanse of ruined floor littered with fallen girders and piles of jagged, deadly-looking debris. Dusk knelt next to Dee, reaching out for Crystal. She grabbed his outstretched hand. 

Together, they hauled her up. 

Dragged clear, Crystal wrenched free of them, gasping for breath. 

Dusk placed his hand on her back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know that was going to happen. Not even a trained seer can see every possible future. That would drive anyone mad.” 

Crystal sat back on her heels, but if she had any sharp remarks, she didn’t share them. Tears hung on the rims of her silver eyes but didn’t fall. 

Dusk took her petite, pale hand in his large, dark one and placed the caliper contraption into her palm. He closed her fingers around it. 

“This is yours. Please take it.” 

Breathless still, Crystal gazed down at the lump of leather and metal. 

Standing, Dusk shook back the ropes of his dreads. “First, we’ll have Dark Star repair our threads, then I’ll take that”—he pointed to Scarp’s walking stick—“and trade it for clean clothes and supplies. Then we’ll go.” 

“Go?” Dee asked. 

“To the Apex. It’s tonight.” 

“What’s tonight?” Dee asked. 

His eyes were glowing. More than that, they were swirling, like molten gold. She couldn’t help but stare. 

“Whatever Eclipse is planning,” he said. 

“You don’t know?” she asked. 

He shook his head. 

As she inspected the calipers and leather, Crystal lapsed into a thoughtful silence. 

“I’ve told you almost everything I know,” he went on. “We have to break into the Apex. You have to save Verge. And… you’ll need to use what you have in there.” He gestured to Verge’s bag. 

Her hand pressed against it protectively. “I’m not letting anyone educe these. They’re not mine. I didn’t steal them. They were given to me.” 

He crouched before her. “Which is why you won’t have to extract them to use them.” 

Crystal frowned. “What are you talking about?” 

At least she wasn’t flat-out calling him warped again. 

“Dark Star was given those latents, which means the people who gave them to her also gave her the attributes within them. They belong to her. They don’t have to be forcibly removed, like most. With that”—he pointed to Crystal’s contraption—“you can draw the attributes to the surface, where she can access them, without removing the attributes entirely.” 

Crystal stared at him, looking like she might return to questioning his sanity. 

Instead, she said, “That’s not possible.” 

He grinned. “Isn’t it?” 

Dollface worried her skirt. 

His smile widened. “You know it is. Just like in the Beginning. In the Early Time. When people still followed the old ways, when there was still a plexus.” 

“I wish you’d stop using that word.” 

“Let’s just see.” Lambent and churning, his eyes were like two pools of low-burning flame. He turned back to Dee. “You have a needle.” 

She sighed. “I guess I shouldn’t ask how you knew that.” 

“You can ask whatever you need to ask.” 

The girls exchanged a look. Dee was sure that she and Dollface weren’t likely to agree on much, but she had to admit she shared some of the girl’s skepticism… and trepidation. 

Dusk settled down on the floor again, cross-legged, face serene. 

Dee pushed to her feet. “You swear we’re not going to remove the attributes from the latents?” 

“Not at all,” he said. “Right, Crystal?” 

Usual Dollface response—scowl. 

“And this is going to help me get home?” Dee asked. 

“I hope so,” he said. 

She glanced down at Crystal. “That’s all I want.” 

“You don’t understand.” Crystal rose to her feet as well, edging farther away from the hole. 

“What don’t I understand?” 

Crystal’s brows arched. “Anything.” 

“Give her time,” Dusk said. “Imagine how you would feel if you were dropped into the Waste World without warning.” 

“Waste World?” Crystal’s eyes widened. “You never said you were from the Waste World.” 

“Waste World?” Dee repeated. “I’m not from—” 

Crystal’s head bowed. “This just keeps getting worse.” 

Dusk looked on, unflappable. “Don’t be afraid.” 

“I’m not afraid,” Crystal snapped. “I’m angry. I don’t even know why I’m still here.” 

Breaking through a seal of crust from her most recent misadventure, Dee opened the flap of Verge’s bag. 

“Let’s just do this.” She knelt by Dusk. 

Out came her grandma’s needle. Nothing but a dull needle, except… it wasn’t. It glowed, like Nid glowed and Dusk’s eyes glowed—but silver instead of green or gold. 

“What do we have to do?” she asked. 

“Crystal will draw the attribute out of the needle,” he said, “and then you’ll use it to repair the connection between us—” 

“I don’t want to be an anchor,” Crystal said. “I don’t want…” 

“To be connected to Dusk?” Dee finished for her. 

Dollface glowered. 

“We’re connected already,” he said. “Most seers don’t have a person as an anchor. People die. When that happens, I can never be grounded again. Most seers have objects as anchors, like latents. I didn’t choose this. It’s because we’re a plexus. If you were an object, I would have been grounded a long time ago. Since you’re a person, our connection isn’t one-way, like most anchors. You’re difficult to hold on to.” 

“I am not,” Crystal snapped, seemingly just because she wanted to snap. 

The weight of exhaustion pressed down on Dee. “So the threads that connect the two of you…” 

“Are not secure,” he said, “like a strand that’s not wound right.” 

Holding up the contraption, Crystal said, “Even if I can use this, and I can draw out the attribute without extracting it fully”—her tone suggested she didn’t believe this was possible—“it doesn’t mean we’re a plexus or that I’m your anchor or that you’re not completely warped. Because you are.” 

“Maybe,” he said. “But I won’t be quite as warped after our connection is mended.” 

Turning her face away, Crystal seemed to think. “And we have to do this… to help Verge?” 

“Yes,” Dusk answered. 

Dee suppressed an eye roll. Had Verge consumed an attribute that made girls obsess over him or what? 

Petite doll shoulders drew back. “All right. What do we have to do?” 

Dusk’s eyes flashed a brilliant gold, made all the more dazzling by the black frame of his lashes. “First, you need to educe her grandmother’s needle.” 

Crystal grumbled, but was quick to slip her hand into the leather—a glove. The calipers, delicate curved prongs, attached to the palm of the glove with wire. A small key on the back tightened the wire, securing the contraption to Crystal’s hand. 

“It’s just like I imagined it,” she said, apparently to herself. Looking up, she shot them both dark looks. “It doesn’t mean anything.” 

She eased down to her knees and held out her un-contrapted hand to Dee. 

Hesitating, Dee looked to Dusk, who nodded. Grudgingly, she placed her grandma’s needle in Crystal’s open palm. 

Tilting her head this way and that, Crystal studied the needle. 

“You’re looking too hard,” Dusk said. “Relax.” 

Her little mouth pushed to one side, like Dusk had shoved it with his advice. Scrunching shut her eyes, she then opened them again slowly. A small smile appeared on her face. 

“I see it.” 

Wrench-glove hovering over the needle, she began to turn the calipers ever so slightly. Her hand shook and her face pinched, like she was trying to loosen a stubborn bolt. The sharpness Dee had always seen in the needle grew sharper, gleaming like a knife’s edge. 

“Dark Star.” Dusk drew her attention to him. 

Her eyes met his. 

Suddenly, she was falling into a radiant, honey-hued whirl. 

Then Dusk took her hand and she stopped. 

The world swirled around her in rich golds and burnt yellows. No sounds. No scents. She was standing, but couldn’t say on what, as though she were balancing on thought alone. 

Before her, Dusk, dreads knotted up away from his face, clean of the street grime. He wore nothing but a pair of leather trousers. And he was completely there. Somehow he seemed more real in this unreal place than he had anywhere in the Crescent. 

“Where are we?” she asked. 

“Nowhere,” he said. 

“O… kay.” 

He smiled. “Don’t worry. You understand more than you think you do.” 

“That’s good, I guess.” 

His smile faded. “It’s not only Crystal and I who are connected. You and I are connected. And you and Crystal. All of us. Everyone in the Crescent. The Crescent and the world you call home, they’re connected too. Everyone here and everyone there.” 

“Does that mean I’m connected to the Vasquez brothers, because if it does—” 

“Life is connected,” he said. “And death. They aren’t separate the way we think. We see, too often, only what we see.” 

“You’re losing me.” 

“You will have a decision to make and it will affect… all.” He clasped her hand and brought it to his chest, where she could feel the steady thump of his heart. 

“All?” she repeated. 

“It’s more than that. Much more. You’re the one upon whom the weight falls, even though you are a part, you are also separate. It will be hard for you. But I want to tell you now, before it happens. When the time comes, you must say my name.” 

“Say your name?” 

“You and I are very much alike,” he said. “We live between worlds. Without Crystal to anchor me, it’s been so easy to get lost. You’re going to help me fix that. Then I’m going to help make it easier on you, as much as I can, which isn’t as much as I’d like. My visions, they only take me so far and after that…” 

“After that…?” She started, forgetting what she wanted to ask. 

“Can you feel your heartbeat?” he asked. 

She couldn’t tell if it was her heart she felt or his. 

“This is why I brought you here,” he said. “I needed you to feel this. Our fates are intertwined. If your heart stops beating, so does mine. I know you’ll say my name when the time comes and that you’ll remember, after…” 

And then, as abruptly as she’d been swept away, she was back in the shadowed corner of the crumbling pump station, gazing into Dusk’s eyes. 

Leaning back from him, she blinked away the afterimages of gold light, but they wouldn’t fade. Instead, they settled around Dusk and Crystal, streaming between the two of them. 

With a wide smile, Crystal held up the needle. “I think I’ve done it.” 

The needle shone—blinding, white. 

As Dee squinted at it, she could hear her grandma’s voice. A cadence smooth and steady, so unlike the stern tones Dee was used to. Once, her grandma had believed she could fix any problem between any two people. That belief still existed in the needle. 

Dee plucked the needle from Crystal’s hand. 

The silver-shine slid down her fingers and up her arm. The gold glow between Crystal and Dusk grew more defined. 

Thousands of tiny luminescent threads flowed between them. Most thin and broken. 

The needle seemed to move on its own. 

Silver light lashed around the multitudes of gold threads, binding them together. 

Her grandma’s scent, rosewater and fresh-baked bread, enveloped her. Her grandma was the one weaving silver around gold, making a rope as thick as Dee’s thigh. Her grandma was the one tying the knots tight. Her grandma was the one who said, 

“There. All done now.” 

And then the light faded, and it was just the three of them, cross-legged on a gritty, dusty floor in the gloom. 

Except now Dusk was fully there, and he was breathtaking. 





Chapter 16 


“Thank you,” the newly grounded Dusk said, “both of you.” 

Amber eyes clear, his expression was both calm and calming, his entire demeanor steady and centered and reassuring. It made Dee realize how off-kilter she’d been and how much she’d longed for someone, anyone, to give her the feeling Dusk was giving her now—that someone in this warped world had some control, that someone was on her side, that everything would be all right. 

“Now, I’ll take this”—he reached over and snagged Scarp’s walking stick—“and find you both new clothes and food. We’ll have to leave soon. Try to rest now.” 

“I can’t stay here.” Crystal’s voice was small. Her eyes flicked up to him and then away just as quickly. “Master Bog…” 

“We need your help,” Dusk told her, “with Dee’s latents. We can’t do this without you.” 

He knelt and embraced her. She stiffened, shiny silver eyes big and startled. Grasping her shoulders, he drew back slightly. They gazed at each other for a long moment—so long that Dee felt compelled to look away, like she had walked in on a private moment. Then he stood and left. 

From the corner of her eye, Dee watched Dollface. Finally, Crystal met her not-stare. 

“All right, but I’m not staying because I believe we’re a plexus,” she grumped. 

Dee didn’t argue. She crawled over to the ragged pile of Dusk’s bed, took a heavy blanket from the mattress, and tossed it at Crystal. 

“Try to sleep.” 

Dee took another blanket and tucked it under her head. She curled on her side, hugging the bag to her stomach, and stared at the dark, fractured wall. 
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Dusk returned, tiptoeing around Crystal, who had actually managed to fall asleep. Handing Dee a stuffed canvas bag, he pointed her toward metal rungs mounted on the wall behind her. 

“Rain barrels on the roof,” he whispered. “Wash.” 

She slung the bag over her shoulder and climbed the ladder, sliding away a thin metal panel at the top. 

The sun’s heat pushed against her, as if trying to force her back down. Defiant, she climbed out, startling a group of rainbow-feathered birds that bore a striking resemblance to pigeons. They fluttered off the roof’s ledge, taking flight with annoyed squawks. 

Loose gravel covered the roof. Metal pans and buckets and a few wooden barrels were scattered around. The buckets were dry. After sliding the panel shut, she picked her way across the roof. Testing for weak spots as she went, she reached the nearest barrel. A fine mesh covered the top, sagging with dirt and debris. Placing her hand against the barrel, she gave it a little shove. Inside, water sloshed. 

Near the bottom of the barrel, a spigot. 

She scanned the area around the pump station. It ran up against the foot of the terrace behind, which hosted a sad, drooping clump of plant life. Clods of broad leaves were strewn over the roof, wilted and shriveled. On the opposite side, the shimmering sea, the terraces, the dreaded black pyramid—the Apex. The thought of Verge, and maybe her father, locked up in there, made her chest constrict. 

She crouched next to the barrel, removing the contents of the bag and spreading them out. New clothes—stealer clothes. She recognized them now—the strappy leather, exposed stitching. She could just imagine what her grandma would’ve said. Who wears anything like that? A cave woman? 

New boots, tall and leather. And a grayish hunk of sweet, herby smelling stuff that might’ve been soap. A small folded square she’d first thought a washcloth kept expanding as she unfolded it—a towel. A smaller sack held fruits, bread, stuff wrapped in stiff paper that was pungent and salty. Finally, a flat canteen of water, which she promptly drank down. 

Retrieving a relatively clean pot, she picked the bits of dried leaves from it and then set it under the spigot. A twist of the crude wooden handle started the water gurgling out. She stuck her fingers under it. The water was cool, but not cold. Better than using the backyard hose. 

Setting aside Verge’s bag, she peeled off her clothes, discarding them in a heap against the ledge of the rooftop. 

Once the pot was full, she stuck the chunk of soap in the water and then lathered it against her skin. The soap had something coarse in it that scraped away the dried residue. It felt wonderful. Her hair took an especially long time. After she scrubbed her soapy fingertips against her scalp and through every knotted tangle, she dumped the water over her head. She refilled the pot and rinsed again. Washing outside like this reminded her of the last time she’d been on the patio, washing dog shit from her hair. And of her grandpa, how much she missed him—the deep lines of his smile, the familiar woody scent of his aftershave. 

He would be so worried if he came home to find her gone. They all would. A guilty pain twisted around her heart. If she’d just gone with her grandpa… but it was too late. She was here. But she still had time to get home before anyone knew she’d ever been gone. 

As she dried her hair, her gaze turned toward the Apex. 

The black peak punctured the sky. Sunlight bled down the steep planes. Verge and Nid were there. Crystal’s father and, perhaps, Dee’s own father… and Quell… and the hunter. 

Her skin prickled, like a cloud had slipped in front of the sun. 

She could feel the hunter out there, searching for her. His thoughts—thoughts about her—were a tangible presence, like a storm front. Dark clouds on the horizon, winds changing, the distant growl of thunder. 

One of the rainbow birds landed on the ledge in front of her, startling her out of her trance. 

Her pulse thrummed. A fresh sweat had dewed on her clean skin. Her breath had grown ragged. 

She turned away from the pyramid, wiping the perspiration from her forehead. 

Eyeing the clothes, she hesitated. She was less worried about the fit than how she’d feel wearing them, as if simply dressing like one of them would draw her more firmly into this world. But they were only clothes. A costume. She could’ve dressed like a police officer, or a queen, it wouldn’t have made her one. No more than dressing like a stealer would make her one. 

At least that’s what she told herself. 

The lacing on the outer seams of the pants didn’t close, leaving an inch of skin exposed along the length of both of her legs. Still, they fit perfectly and weighed much less than she would’ve guessed for their primitive style. They also sat ridiculously low on her hips, leaving her scars totally exposed, but then, all stealers showed their Marks. The shirt, if that’s what it could be called, slipped over her arms and head and covered her shoulders, but had no sleeves. The moment the leather touched her skin, it molded itself to the front of her body, like cling film. No back. Her grandma would’ve hated it—a lot. 

A warm breeze brushed over her spine and the knot of scars on her lower back, sending shivers through her. 

Just a costume, she reminded herself. 

But a panicked convulsion gripped her. She couldn’t wear these clothes… She just… couldn’t . 

About to peel off the shirt, she noticed another piece of clothing she’d overlooked. She shook it out. A jacket. She slipped it on. More winding bits of leather sealed to her body, over her back. A belt fastened across her stomach, not actually closing the jacket, but that was okay. Her back was covered. Somewhere in her mind, she could still hear her grandma grumbling. 

The boots, too, conformed to her feet and calves, up to her knees. Once she was finally dressed, she had to admit they were the most comfortable clothes she’d ever worn. 

Nibbling on the cakey, sweet bread, she repacked. She left her discarded clothes. If she was really going to break into the Apex, hauling a bunch of stinky laundry along probably wouldn’t earn her a very high score in stealth. 

She picked her latents out of Verge’s bag, as well as the little bundle she’d taken from him. She’d almost forgotten about it. Again, her gaze drifted to the pyramid. The thought of facing the hunter again made her want to crawl back into her crusty, filthy clothes and jump back into the sewers. 

Actually, it made her want to run home, as fast as she could. Maybe her life back home hadn’t been ideal, but it had been predictable; it had been safe. 

Why had she come here? Why hadn’t she just let Verge take the latents? What had possessed her to make a deal with a glowworm? 

As she slid open the panel to the shadows below, she wished she could go back in time and tell herself to let Verge go. Her grandma would never miss her needle; Laura didn’t need her real laugh; Danny had left his pencil behind. He’d left it. So why couldn’t she? 

“About time,” Crystal grumbled when Dee finally rejoined them. 

Dusk was slouched in the corner, apparently asleep. Crystal rose from where she’d been huddled, as far from Dusk as possible, but not too close to the hole she’d nearly fallen through earlier. Wide shafts of sunlight broke through the shadows, dust dancing languidly in the panes of light. Inside, the air was cooler, but stuffy. 

“Stealers travel the pathways, right?” Dee asked softly. 

“Real stealers, yes.” 

She ignored the jab. “So… do they ever take other people with them?” 

Crystal’s gaze turned shrewd. “I see. Don’t believe we’re a plexus after all?” 

“I don’t even know what that—” 

“It doesn’t matter, because we’re not.” Crystal leaned close, her voice a fierce whisper. “I may be his anchor. That much… I suppose I have to accept, but this plexus business—it’s not true and it’s dangerous, besides.” 

“Dangerous?” 

“You needn’t worry about it,” Crystal said. “I know what you’re thinking. You want to find another stealer to take you home.” 

“Is that possible?” She felt terrible for asking, leaving Verge and Nid… but she had to get home. 

“It is possible.” Crystal picked up the bag Dusk had brought for her. “But unlikely.” 

“Why unlikely?” 

“Because you don’t have anything they’d want.” Her gaze skimmed over Dee for a moment. “Well, maybe you have something one or two of them might be interested in, but you’re from the Waste World, aren’t you?” 

“Why do you call it that?” 

“Because it’s full of trash,” Crystal replied. “Or that’s what I’ve heard. But it doesn’t matter, because few stealers can even travel there. The paths are said to be fraught with Weavers.” 

“Verge traveled there,” Dee pointed out. 

Crystal’s brow peaked. “That’s right, he did. Because he’s one of the best. And you just want to leave him—” 

Dee’s shoulders tensed. “How is it my responsibility to save him?” 

“I thought you two were trysting. Is it over already?” 

“Trysting? What is that?” 

“It’s when two stealers come of breeding age and—well…” Even in the dim light, the pink flush on Crystal’s cheeks was obvious. 

Dee shifted, trying to hold back her own creeping blush. “Look, just because I’m attracted to him—” 

“A tryst isn’t attraction, exactly,” Crystal cut in. “It’s a biological phenomenon peculiar to the stealer breed—” 

“Would you please stop saying breeding and breed?” 

“Why? That’s what it is and that’s what we are,” Crystal replied. “Stealers in the grips of a tryst are overtaken by physical desire. They become illogical and single-minded. All they want is to be with the subject of their desire. But if it makes you feel better, it doesn’t usually last very long. A few months at most.” Crystal sniffed, taking a deep breath. “I don’t blame you for wanting to run. That’s in your nature too. Going after Verge is… madness. If the deputy minister… if His Eminence intends to kill him, for whatever reason, then there’s nothing we can do.” 

Dee’s hands curled. 

Yes, she wanted to run. She wanted to go home—to get as far from this world, and this situation, and that hunter, as she could. But thinking it made her insides twist in a queasy knot. 

Was she actually going to leave Verge to be killed? Even though Quell hadn’t said it outright, she knew that’s what he intended. She could feel it deep down in her gut. And what about Nid? What was happening to him? And even if neither of them could take her home again, how would she feel about herself if she turned her back on them? 

Her gaze slid to Dusk. 

He was a seer. He’d known her name and helped them escape the hunters. What if his plan could work? What if there was a way to save Verge and Nid? What if she could find Crystal’s father and her own? 

“You’re probably right,” Crystal said in soft voice. “You’re probably better off looking for a stealer, as minute as the possibility is that you’ll find one who can take you back home. Because Verge…” Her voice caught, the silver surface of her eyes trembled. “Anyway, you’re not bound to him. Or to any of us. To this world. Run away, stealer. That’s what your breed does best.” Wiping her eyes savagely, she turned and climbed up the ladder. 

Dee’s teeth ground, her fists bumped anxiously against her legs. She looked over at Dusk again. His eyes were cracked open—two golden vortices—watching her. 

“What’s the plan?” she asked. 





Chapter 17 


“This doesn’t mean I’m helping you,” Crystal said as she educed the lighter. 

Her pale face was clean, bobbed hair gleaming, stiff mint-green jacket buttoned primly over a high-necked, powder-blue dress. Her new boots covered her little legs, her knees. Only her tiny hands and face were exposed. It was an outfit Dee’s grandma would’ve approved of, unlike her own. 

But the oddity of the Crescent’s fashion mores was the least of her concerns. Or should have been… considering what they were about to do. 

Dusk had settled behind Dee and was twisting her hair into tight coils, pinning them up off her neck. In them, he hid the educed latents. Her mother’s broken glasses. Her cousin’s melting guitar pick. Laura’s giggling Felix key chain. 

The needle, he’d pinned through her shirt, partially hidden under her jacket. 

“Why can’t I just put them in my pockets?” she asked. 

As she’d waited for Crystal to return, she’d discovered dozens of hidden pockets in her clothes. Now, her grandpa’s knife was in one, Verge’s bundle in another. She’d feared they might bulge in her skintight pants, but they didn’t. They seemed to disappear. 

“They might search you,” he replied. 

He secured her hair in place with wooden clips, like small versions of the old-fashioned clothespins her grandma used to hang laundry. 

Her heart lurched faintly in her chest. But the building fear, which had been making her hands sweat and tremble, seemed to subside. A new sensation overtook her. 

Anticipation? Eagerness? 

She ran the heels of her hands over her forehead. She really was out of her mind. How could she be eager to break into the Apex? 

Crystal laid the lighter down on the ground between them. Instead of winking in and out of visibility as it usually did, it was now a phantom, barely visible at all. 

Danny’s pencil was last. But Crystal didn’t move to pick it up. 

“I’m not sure—” she started. 

“Yes, you can,” Dusk said in a gentle, yet firm, tone. 

Uncertainty evident, she lifted the pencil with the tips of her fingers. Allowing it to roll into her palm, she shot Dusk a shadowed look and then moved her gloved hand over it. When she did this, the curved prongs gave off silver-blue light. Crystal seemed to go into a trance. Occasionally, she would move her hand, a centimeter this way or that, up or down, but for the most part, she remained motionless, focused. 

“Okay,” Dee said as Crystal worked. “What happens once we reach the basement? You’re sure it leads to the Apex?” 

On his knees, Dusk shuffled around to face her, picking up the lighter. 

“I’m sure,” he said. “I’ve already gone in and disabled the lock.” 

“Great,” she said, fixing on him, as unnerving as that was. Now that he was fully anchored, it wasn’t just his eyes that glowed. He seemed to glow all over, and something about him was… overpowering. His presence was at once reassuring and discomfiting. “You can see the future, right? So you know what’s going to happen?” 

“I’ve been given glimpses of what might happen,” he hedged, “up to a point.” 

“Up to what point?” 

“As soon as Crystal is finished educing the pencil, we’ll need to leave. It will take us a few hours to reach the Apex.” 

The sun was low in the sky. The afternoon was already growing long. 

“Did you see something bad happening?” she asked. 

His eyes shone. “Bad things will happen,” he said, “if we do nothing. Very bad things.” 

“Like Verge dying?” 

“Much worse than that,” he said. 

“Like all of us dying?” 

“Do you think dying is the worst thing?” he asked. 

“I’m not interested in doing it anytime soon,” she replied. 

“There are things much worse than death.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like breaking into the Apex and being captured and locked up in a cell where they’ll do who-knows-what to you,” Crystal offered. Her shoulders drooped as she laid the pencil carefully on the floor, shying away from it. 

Unlike the others, which had grown brighter and sharper—her mom’s glasses gleaming like polished crystal, Felix practically bouncing off the ground—the pencil appeared darker. It no longer glowed or floated. 

Dee frowned. “You removed the attribute.” 

Crystal scowled back at her. “No, I didn’t .” 

Dee looked again. It appeared to be an ordinary black, mechanical pencil, except… really black, much more so than normal. The darkness pulled at her, as if it possessed its own gravity and was drawing her down. Not a pencil at all, but a pencil-shaped well, a black hole, a tunnel to… 

Dusk plucked it from the floor and held it out to her. 

“There’s a pocket inside your jacket sleeve. Hide it there,” he instructed. 

When she took the pencil from him, it bit at her fingertips, like a piece of ice on warm, wet skin. She slid it into the hidden pocket inside her left sleeve. 

Standing, Dusk palmed the lighter. “Time to go.” 

She joined him. She had the strangest urge to run—not away—but all the way to the Apex, right up to Quell. Then she would kick him in his bland face. 

She really was losing it. 

“I can’t believe you two are going back into the sewers.” Crystal removed her glove and tucked it into the pocket of her new jacket. 

“We’re not,” he said. “We’re taking one of the old cave tunnels. There are dozens beneath the city. It’s dry,” he said this to Dee, like he was reassuring her. 

“Who cares?” She bounced on her toes. “Let’s just do this, huh?” 

They looked at each other and then over at Crystal. Brushing the dust from her skirt, she rose to her feet. 

She frowned at them. “I’m not going with you.” 

“Good,” Dee said. 

Snotty Dollface sneer. 

“You can’t go back to Bog House,” Dusk said. 

“You can’t tell me—” 

His eyes brightened, like gasoline had been tossed on the fires blazing within them. “He hurts you.” 

Her face blanched. 

“He what?” Dee said. 

“You cannot go back there,” Dusk said again. 

“I have to.” Crystal’s voice was taut. “I belong to him.” 

“Wait,” Dee said. “How does he hurt you?” 

Crystal’s nostrils flared. 

“I can’t let you go back,” Dusk said. “If you do, it’ll be the worst punishment yet.” 

Stubborn chin jut. “I know what will happen.” 

“He’s going to hit you?” Dee asked. “What? Like beat you?” 

“I told you!” Crystal shouted. “I tried to tell you. I couldn’t stay here. I had to go home. Master Bog will be angry, and he’ll be right to be. I’ll be fortunate if he only belts me. He could throw me out, and then where will I go? No respectable house will take me if that happens. And if you think I’m going to stay here, in this hovel—” 

“Dusk is right,” Dee cut in. “You can’t go back there.” 

“You can’t tell me what to—” 

“You want to be beaten?” Dee cut in. 

“Of course not!” Tears trembled on the edges of Crystal’s eyes, but they weren’t pained, they were angry. “He doesn’t hurt me any worse than anyone else when we’ve broken the rules. And I’ve broken the rules. And it’s your fault.” 

“My fault?” 

“If you hadn’t come here, if you hadn’t —” 

“I didn’t want to come here. I don’t want to be here—” 

“Then leave!” Crystal spat. “I don’t know why you’re arguing with me. You don’t care about me! All you want is to get back to your trash world. Well, go then! You’re not even a real stealer. You’re… a Void! Worse than a Void. Get out of my way, both of you—” 

She moved to push by Dee, toward the hatch they’d climbed through, but Dee snagged her arm, flinging her back onto the lump of Dusk’s mattress. 

“We’ll tie her up,” she said to Dusk. 

“That’s hardly better,” he said. 

“Then what are we going to do?” 

Crystal surged to her feet again. “You two are unbelievable! Here, I’ve been helping you, only making things worse for myself, and you think—” 

Dusk wrapped his arms around Crystal, stunning her into silence. “Don’t go back there, Crystal, please.” Dee was sure Crystal was about to push him away, but Dusk disengaged first. “If you go back to Bog House, then I’m going with you.” 

“You can’t —” 

“What about Verge and Nid?” Dee interrupted. 

“Crystal is my anchor. We’re bonded. If she’s hurt, I’m hurt—” 

“We are not bonded.” Crystal stepped back from him, though the anger from moments before had drained from her. 

“There are many types of bonds,” he said. 

She covered her face with her hands. “I knew I shouldn’t have stayed. I shouldn’t have helped either of you.” 

Dee groaned. “Fine. I’m going to save Verge and Nid and your father by myself.” She turned. 

“You don’t know my father is there,” Crystal said to her back. 

Dee stopped, both fists rapping against her thighs. 

“He is there,” Dusk said. 

“You’re only telling me what I want to hear so I’ll go with you,” Crystal said. 

“Why would we want you to go with us?” Dee shot back. “All you’re going to do is slow us down and complain.” 

Crystal glowered. “He wants me to go because he’s skewed, and he thinks we’re a plexus.” 

Dee crouched beside the metal hatch, and heaved it open. “I don’t know what a plexus is. But you’re stupid if you go back there to get your butt whupped. You don’t belong to anyone. And you don’t have to put up with that. I don’t care what world we’re on. So either come with us or stay here and pout, but don’t be an idiot and go back to a place where people hit you for being late. That’s warped.” 

She descended the ladder, not looking back to see if either of them joined her. 

But they both did. 





Chapter 18 


“Stop here,” Dusk said. 

Panting, Crystal leaned heavily against the wall. Dusk handed her the glowing orb he’d brought to light their way through the dark, silent tunnel. Though they’d been walking for hours, Dee had trouble stopping. She wanted to run, but Dusk set the pace. Even though they’d been moving steadily uphill, she didn’t feel overexerted, not in the least. 

“We’re close.” His voice was low, as if he feared someone might hear, even though the only sounds they’d heard were the occasional muffled scurrying and far-off dripping. “The ladder is around that corner up there,” he said, placing the lighter in her hand. “It’s time to use this.” 

“Use it for what?” 

Dusk snagged Crystal’s arm and pulled her closer. She made a froggish face at him, but didn’t speak. She hadn’t spoken since they’d started, like her spiteful silence was some kind of punishment for coercing her into this journey. Dee should’ve been glad Dollface wasn’t grumbling anymore, but the girl had a way of complaining even when she wasn’t making a sound. It was all in the jut of her chin and the plodding shuffle of her feet. 

“You’re going to make us invisible,” Dusk said. 

Dee turned the lighter over in her fingers. She could feel its weight, the smooth, worn brass, just like always, but down in the tunnels she couldn’t see even a ghostly glimmer of it. “Okay,” she said. “How?” 

“Flick it,” he said. 

“Wait.” Crystal broke her recalcitrant silence. “What is the plan?” 

“We go in and…” She swallowed. She’d been experiencing a pronounced lack of anxiety, but now a cold wave of fear swept through her. Her hunter wouldn’t necessarily be there, she told herself again, and again. “I’ll turn myself in. Invisible Dusk—and you—scope the situation, find Verge and your father, and then bust all of us out.” She looked at Dusk. “Right?” 

He smiled softly, but didn’t answer. She was starting to hate when he didn’t answer, almost as much as she hated Crystal’s stubborn silent treatment. 

Crystal mulled this plan over. “We’ll be caught.” 

“No, I’ll be caught,” Dee said. “That’s the plan.” Flipping the lighter open, she placed her thumb to the flint wheel. “Ready?” 

“But how are we going to get out?” Crystal asked. 

Dee’s arm dropped to her side. “I’ll make us all invisible. They won’t know where we are.” 

“But—” 

“Do you want to find your father or not?” 

Crystal chewed her lip, resuming her loud silence. 

Dee lifted the lighter again. “I’m not sure what I’m doing.” 

Crystal snorted, but made no further comment. 

Dusk smiled. “The lighter knows what to do,” he said. “Direct its power toward us. Think of it like… throwing a veil over us. You have the veil bunched in your hand, when you flick the lighter, let go of the veil, at us.” 

“Will it hurt?” 

“Not at all.” 

Before she could thumb the wheel, another thought occurred to her. “Won’t they smell you?” A lump formed in her throat, but she swallowed it back. “I mean, this is KETS headquarters, right?” 

“It’s the Keystone’s headquarters, where the sages and leaders of the Crescent govern,” Crystal said. “But yes, it will be crawling with KETS.” 

A chill slid over Dee. 

“The power of the lighter doesn’t just obscure us from sight, but to all senses, except touch, we’ll just have to take care not brush up against anyone,” Dusk said reassuringly. 

Crystal did not look appeased, but she didn’t argue. 

Raising the lighter, Dee focused on Dusk and Crystal and flicked the wheel. A faint swell passed through the air, like when a door is blown open on a breezy day. But Dusk and Crystal were still there. 

Her arm fell. “You’re not invisible.” 

Dusk smiled. He cupped his hands around his eyes, like a pair of binoculars. Crystal frowned up at him. She opened her mouth, apparently speaking, but Dee couldn’t hear anything. 

Dusk was still making a binoculars gesture. 

“My mom’s glasses?” Dee touched the twisted coil of hair concealing her mom’s glasses. “That’s why I can see you?” 

He nodded. Then he took Crystal’s elbow and pointed beyond Dee to the dark tunnel ahead. To the Apex. 
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“Here goes nothing,” Dee muttered. 

With both hands, she pushed the grate upwards. Dusk held her waist as she balanced on the metal rungs. She shoved the heavy grate aside. It thunked and scraped against the stone floor. Above, it was even darker than in the tunnels. 

Dee climbed out. Dusk and Crystal followed. Her super-stealer eyes adjusted to the darkness. The basement of the Apex was cavernous. A deafening grumble of machinery battered her ears. Hundreds of pipes of all sizes gridded the walls. 

Dusk tapped her shoulder, then her thigh, right where her grandpa’s knife was hidden. He held out his hand. She wanted to pretend she didn’t understand what he was asking for, but she did. With a sigh, she handed over the knife. He clipped it to one of the numerous low-slung belts crisscrossing his hips. 

Then he gestured toward the hulking machinery. 

As they moved, she turned her attention to Verge, trying to sense him as she had before, searching out that sunburn tingle his presence exerted on her. 

After a moment, a faint itchiness, not nearly as strong as before. What did it mean that the feeling was so weak now, when it had been so intense earlier? 

They came to a massive door—it was already ajar, the handle broken off, just as Dusk had said it would be. 

The shadowed hall beyond was quiet and empty. 

She led them into the damp corridor which inclined up toward a faint beacon of light at the far end. 

Under the radiant globe—tethered to the wall with a chain—was an elevator. The doors were the same glossy ink-black as the outside of the Apex. In other words, ominous. 

Stairs continued upwards to her right. 

Her gut was telling her to take the stairs, but her gut was trying to keep her safe. She needed to be caught. 

She pressed the button. 

When the doors opened, she stepped inside and focused on the triangular buttons as Dusk and Crystal boarded and slid to the back. She didn’t know who might be watching, and she wanted to give no hint of their presence. 

The elevator was large, the gray walls scuffed in places. The buttons glowed blue-white, like the bobbing globes overhead. Her finger traced the raised numbers. They weren’t numbers from her world, but she understood them anyway. She had to remember to ask Dusk how that was possible. 

She located the highest number, stomach knotting as she pressed it. 

Floor twenty-eight. The tip top. 

Her ears were ringing, probably from all the noise in the basement. And she was growing warm too, perspiration filming her skin like condensation. 

Out of nowhere, all the questions she’d been avoiding flooded into her mind. 

How could she understand their numbers and language? Why did she have super-vision? If her father was from the Crescent and her mother wasn’t, how was it that they could have children? Is that what Dusk meant when he’d said they were all connected? If people were the same, then why didn’t anyone on her world have super-senses? And how did the multiple worlds coexist anyway? How did stealers travel between them? If they traded with other worlds, did they trade with her world? Did people on her world know about the Crescent? Did her mother know about the Crescent? How much did she know? 

This thought stopped the cascade of questions dead. 

Reaching back, her fingers brushed her scars. Surgery after surgery, years of physical therapy and recovery… Her mother wouldn’t have put her through all of that if it hadn’t been absolutely necessary, right? Even if she had known what the Mark was, what it could do… But then, maybe that was why. 

Crystal had said Essence Stones helped stealers find their way home. Dee didn’t have an Essence Stone. She didn’t know anything about being a stealer. If she’d had the Mark and shifted and gotten lost, she might not have been able to get home again. If her mother had known that much, then maybe it wasn’t so far-fetched to think she would’ve wanted to remove Dee’s Mark. 

But still… 

Not yet at the twenty-eighth floor, the elevator stopped. 

Her heart pounded against her ribcage, breath quickening. 

The doors slid silently open. 

Before her, a pack of scuba-suited, blindfolded KETS. 

At their head, Brown Eyes himself. 

She took a step back. 

Four rushed in and slammed her against the wall. 

She braced for the pain, but it didn’t come. Her back should’ve been splintered with it. Instead, nothing but a vague pressure. 

“Hi, guys,” she said, surprised at her own nerve. “Miss me?” 

Two of the KETS held the elevator doors open. 

Brown Eyes stood there, glowering. 

The light sprinkle of sweat grew to a sheeting downpour. The ringing in her ears, to a deep static hum. 

Two of the KETS kept her shoulders and arms pinned while the other two patted her down. They stuck their fingers into about half the pockets she actually had, but didn’t find Verge’s bundle or the two latents in her sleeves. 

Brown Eyes’ glare kept knocking her pulse out of rhythm. 

“I don’t believe it,” one of the KETS holding open the doors said to Brown Eyes. “You were right. What is she doing here?” 

On his other side, Blondie, the one who had almost choked Dee to death at the market. “She’s trysting with that other one,” she said. “That’s why you came, isn’t it?” 

“Actually, I was with the tour,” Dee replied. “I got lost.” 

Flying slug-sleighs. 

What was wrong with her? Why was she antagonizing them? 

One of the KETS slammed her against the elevator wall again. But again, she barely felt the impact. 

Blondie’s lips pulled back, baring her teeth. She took a threatening step forward. But Brown Eyes threw his arm across her chest, stopping her. 

“She goes to the Cap,” he stated in a deep rumble that reverberated all through Dee, drying up all the reckless, smart-aleck bravado she’d been inexplicably exhibiting. 

Then she figured that if her mom’s glasses allowed her to see Dusk and Crystal, maybe her lack of a filter had something to do with the Felix key chain—Laura’s courage. Once upon a time, Laura had been pretty snarky. One of the reasons Dee had liked her. And the lack of pain… Did that have something to do with her cousin’s guitar pick? He’d always acted like he was invincible. 

Though Dee couldn’t see Blondie’s eyes through her mask, nor any of the others’ except Brown Eyes’, she could tell Blondie was giving Brown Eyes the staredown. 

The other KETS shuffled, anxious. 

Brown Eyes’ jaw clenched, as if he were restraining Blondie’s murderous inclinations with the force of his will alone. 

The air grew still and heavy. Finally, Blondie’s head bowed slightly—submissive. 

He stepped into the elevator, facing Dee. Blondie and the others followed. 

Dee was plastered against the wall. 

As the doors slid shut, she found it hard to breathe. The air too hot and stifling. 

Her hunter’s eyes narrowed—questioning, demanding. He didn’t speak, but he didn’t need to. She knew what he was thinking. She could hear him asking, just like the last time, How can you see through my mask? How can you see my eyes? 

“Maybe it’s broken,” she murmured, not realizing she’d spoken aloud. 

Though his face remained stony, he blinked. 

Her heart felt as though it were digging deeper into her chest, trying to tunnel away from his unswerving gaze, his sweltering, indomitable presence. 

Life. Death. 

Hunter. Prey. 

The elevator moved silently up and up and up. 

“How did you get into the Apex?” Blondie stood next to the control panel, her back to the wall, her chest toward Brown Eyes. 

Dee smiled again because she knew it would incense Blondie, and because, apparently, she had a death wish. “You left the back door unlocked.” 

Blondie’s hands fisted. “I’m going to rip your smart tongue out of your pretty mouth.” 

She started forward again, but Brown Eyes spun and shoved her against the wall. The elevator car shuddered. 

The other KETS tensed. 

“She goes to Master Quell,” he said. 

Blondie sneered at Brown Eyes. Though there were more muscles evident in his back than Dee had known existed in the human body, Blondie was built too, every taut swell clear beneath her painted-on uniform. 

“Do you have something you want to say, Wave?” Danger lurked in his voice. 

The others shifted back. 

Dee dared a glance toward the corner where Dusk and Crystal were flattened, trying not to brush up against the nearest hunters. 

“We all know what you’re thinking,” Wave said in a suggestive, provocative tone. 

“You don’t know anything.” 

And then they started growling at each other. Literally. Like two dogs. Like two wolves. 

As soon as the doors opened, the rest of the pack surged out into the dim corridor. 

Dee was hauled out with them. 

Dusk and Crystal slipped clear too, just before Brown Eyes threw Wave out and she crashed into the wall. 





Chapter 19 


Wave was up again in a second, barreling at Brown Eyes. 

They slammed into each other and tumbled to the floor in a snarling tangle. 

Transfixed and tense, the remaining KETS filled the end of the corridor where it met with a perpendicular hall, forming an L. 

Brown Eyes picked Wave up and rammed her into the wall, pummeling her kidneys. 

She cracked her elbow down on the top of his head. 

Dee winced. A dull ache spread through her skull. Just what she needed—sympathy pains for her would-be killer. 

He was jarred long enough for Wave to push him away and kick him in the face. Blood splattered the wall. He staggered. 

Dee’s nose throbbed, her legs suddenly weakened. 

What… the… bleep? 

Spinning, Wave’s leg shot out, aiming for his temple. 

He seized her ankle before her boot connected and threw his fist against her leg. 

Bones cracked. 

Wave howled but didn’t fall, though her calf was no longer the shape it should’ve been. 

On one leg, she hopped back and then let loose a volley of punches, throwing herself into him. 

More blood flew. 

He blocked, but he was still getting battered. 

And for some reason, pain seized Dee. Her ribs, her face, it was as if her bones were fracturing, her blood spilling. Each hit he took echoed through her. She had never liked watching people hurt each other, but this was deeper than sympathy. This felt real. 

Wave was slowing. 

When her arm moved a split second less quickly than it had before, Brown Eyes locked his elbow around it and threw his fist upwards into her jaw. 

Her eyes rolled and then Wave crashed to her knees. 

He swung her around, lifting her off her feet and slamming her into the wall. 

This time, she dropped, sprawling upon the floor, limp. 

The fight had taken no more than a minute. 

His body pulsed visibly—at least visibly to Dee. 

Straightening his bloody nose with a growl, his pretty brown eyes slid over to the pack of KETS and then fixed on her. 

She ached all over. Even her heart throbbed, bruised. So much for her cousin’s guitar pick working pain-muting magic. 

He stepped over Wave. “Get her out of here,” he said to the two KETS who weren’t holding Dee. 

They rushed forward, picked Wave up between them, and punched the elevator button. The doors opened immediately, and they hauled her away. 

Brown Eyes approached, blood gushing from his nose. 

As he drew closer, another dizzy swell swept over her. 

“Join Tephra and Strat in the Cap,” he told her guards. “I’ll take this one to Master Quell.” 

His gaze challenged them to defy him, dared them to even blink. They didn’t . 

They released her and jogged down the corridor through the splatters of blood. 

Her legs trembled, but she managed to stay upright. 

She could sense Dusk and Crystal hovering in the corner behind her. More than anything, she wanted to grab them and run. 

But she was locked in a staring contest with Brown Eyes. 

“You have…” She reached out to wipe the blood from his face—from his cheek, his lips—but stopped before her fingers touched him. 

Her hand hung in the air for a second. 

And then it fell. She stepped back, bumping into the wall. 

She had to get out of here. She had to get away from him. 

Snagging her arm, he hauled her into the adjoining hall, which sloped upwards. 

His fingers burrowed into her arm, like he was trying to pierce the leather and her skin, all the way through to the bone, but again, the pain was distant. 

Yet, she could feel the ghosts of his pain echoing through her with each thump of her pulse. 

Her gaze slid back to his mouth, to the crimson smear of blood. Above it, the air distorted in rippling heat waves. She could see his breath stirring the air. The tang of hot iron flooded her mouth. The heat spread upwards, through her cheeks, tingling her scalp. 

The faint susurration that had been filling her ears grew louder and louder. 

“Aren’t you going to ask me—” 

“I don’t care,” he growled through his swelling lip and the flow of blood. 

A massive portal-like door rose up before them. He slammed his hand against the button beside it. 

“Whatever you’re doing,” he said to the door, not looking at her, “it won’t matter once His Eminence is done with you.” 

“I’m not doing anything.” 

His eyes slid over to her. Dark. Burning. 

The doors opened—an inner gray circle slid left, while the outer white one moved right. On the other side, a narrow metal catwalk, tunneled in glass, overlooked a laboratory-type area below. 

As they crossed the catwalk, Dee craned her neck. Overhead, the walls rose at steep angles, meeting at the peak—the top of the pyramid. 

One of the walls was open to the starless, indigo-ink sky. 

Just below, big black rectangles like solar panels were mounted on the walls in a haphazard manner. 

And beneath these, tied with silvery rope to metal racks, splayed, were nine stealers. 

Arranged in a semicircle, their backs faced a slender metal post at the center of the room that was topped by a silvery gyroscope… thing. 

She tried to get a better look at them, but her hunter was pulling her too fast. 

“What are they—” 

“Shut up,” he snapped. 

Another set of sliding circular doors, another button. After a moment, the doors opened. 

He hauled her into a white, sparsely furnished room. 

When they entered, Quell registered no hint of emotion. 

Next to him was a stranger. Taller, more attractive. 

His long, top-knotted hair was glossy black, his eyes steely gray. The few deep lines on his face could’ve been placed by an artist’s hand. His clothes were all white—stiffly exaggerated shoulders, floaty, gauzy fabric around his legs. A magnetic energy surrounded him, at once repelling and attracting. She didn’t have to be told his name. She knew. 

Eclipse. 

They stopped just inside the door, which was fine with her. That was about as close as she wanted to get. 

Her hunter bowed his head deeply, dripping blood onto the mirror-polished tile. 

Eclipse held her gaze and didn’t let it go. 

“Hunter, what have you brought me?” His voice was forceful without volume and melodic, like a crooked finger, enticing her to come closer. 

She glanced over at Brown Eyes. “Hunter? That’s original.” 

He glowered. 

“This is the stealer we’ve been pursuing,” Quell reported. 

Eclipse smiled and she momentarily forgot why she was there. 

“You’ve been quite a headache for my poor deputy,” Eclipse said. “Breaking into his home, evading his KETS, giving his party guests more excitement than they’ve had in years. I’ve heard about nothing else for the last day. Wherever I go, people want to know who you are.” His hands opened toward her. “Well? What shall I tell them?” 

Was he asking for her name? 

What was her name? That hardly seemed important. She wasn’t important at all. She was no one, really… insignificant—that was the word. 

A strange voice came into her mind, like her thoughts were a radio signal being interrupted. 

Not so cocky now, are you? 

Had those been her thoughts? 

“You can tell them I’m the one who foiled your evil little plan, whatever it is,” she said, Laura’s mouthy courage taking the reins. 

Eclipse’s smile widened—entrancingly. “Wonderful.” 

“You don’t believe me.” 

“Oh, no, I do,” Eclipse said. “I believe you believe it. What an extraordinary young woman you are. Such unusual audacity, for a stealer.” Eclipse raised his eyebrows at Quell. 

The deputy frowned slightly, which Dee figured meant he agreed. 

“You must know what a compliment that is,” Eclipse said. “You see, I have met all of the greatest stealers our fine city has produced. Here, look.” He gestured toward the wall of glass behind him. 

Shrugging Hunter off, leaving him behind, she stepped forward until she was between Quell and Eclipse, gazing down at the stealers trapped like insects in spiders’ webs. 

Verge was there, his back to her. His half-shaved head hung, dispirited, resigned. Her eyes caught on another stealer though. 

He was placed just below her. Black curls, sheared short. His eyes flicked upwards, the same violet hue as hers. 

Her heart caught in her chest. 

That’s my dad. 

Her fists clenched. He’d been held here this whole time. All these years. 

Anger tremored through her. “What are you doing to them?” 

“Why should I tell you?” Eclipse asked, unfazed. “Since you’ve already declared you’re going to stop me, what difference does it make? But if I were you, I wouldn’t wait too much longer. The moment the full moon comes into view, you’ll be too late.” He pointed toward the open panel above. 

The white curve of the moon peeked into view. 

“Her father is one of the stealers,” Hunter announced abruptly. 

Everyone turned to stare, including her. 

“Is that so?” Eclipse asked. 

“Of course,” Quell said. “River, it must be. I knew she looked familiar.” 

She stared at Hunter. And he glared right back. 

That radio signal whine flooded her head. 

You’re not going to succeed, stealer. 

“Don’t be so sure,” she hissed through her teeth. 

Hunter’s eyes widened. And hers must have too. She stepped back, touching her temple lightly. Had she heard him in her head? 

“He’s not your father?” Eclipse asked. 

“Clearly, he is,” Quell said. “That explains it.” 

“Does it? I don’t see anyone else’s family breaking into the Apex.” Eclipse’s voice took on a deadly edge. 

“As you said, Your Eminence, this one is exceptional,” Quell said. 

Her eyes narrowed at Hunter. Was he really reading her thoughts? She focused her mind, attempting to send her thoughts to him. 

“Hey!” 

His right eye twitched. 

“Get out of my head, you overgrown lapdog!” 

A sudden flare of heat licked up the back of her spine. It subsided as quickly as it had come, like someone had grazed her with a blowtorch. 

Hunter was tensed, giving her the same look he’d given Wave when she’d challenged him. 

Sure, he’d already beaten one girl nearly to death, what was one more? He wasn’t a hunter, he was a coward. 

“Coward?!” he blurted out. 

Eclipse and Quell returned their attention to Hunter. 

Hunter’s eyes dropped, obsequious. 

She smirked. 

“What? Not going to tell your masters how you’re sneaking around in my head?” 

His eyes rolled back up to meet hers. 

“How are you doing this?” he demanded. “Did you take an extracted to read my mind?” 

“Your mind? Why would I want to read your mind? You’re just the muscle. Besides, you’re the one doing this to me.” 

“Are you feeling unwell, Hunter?” Eclipse asked. “You do look as if you’ve had a difficult day. Trouble in the ranks?” 

“Forgive me, Your Eminence—” 

“Forgive me, Your Eminence,” she mocked. 

He growled. “Would you like me to gag her, like her father, Your Eminence?” Hunter offered. 

“May as well,” Eclipse said. “Take her down. If we should need her, I want her ready to be moved into place immediately.” 

Hunter strode forward, took her roughly by the arm again, and dragged her back toward the door. 

“And Hunter,” Eclipse called. 

Hunter paused, looking back. 

“If… by some bizarre circumstance, she should manage to interfere this evening,” Eclipse said, smooth as slug slime, “I shall expect a stunningly convincing explanation.” 

Hunter was growling again as he shoved her ahead of him, across the glass-walled catwalk, and back out into the dim corridor. 

The moment the doors slid shut, he whipped her around, throwing her against the wall and pinning her arms. 

He pressed against her, his blood smearing her face, tingling and burning, making her head swirl and dance. 

“Talk,” he demanded. 





Chapter 20 


She licked her lips, tasting the copper heat of his blood. 

Gross. She hoped he wasn’t diseased. 

“Because you liked hearing my thoughts so much—” she started. 

He yanked her close and then slammed her against the wall again. “How are you doing this?” 

“I didn’t steal somebody’s ability to read minds,” she said through her teeth, “if that’s what you think.” 

He pressed his forehead against hers—hard. 

Her thoughts started to pull apart. He was tearing into them. 

“Hey!” She shoved against him uselessly. “Knock it off!” 

She focused hard, attempting to kick him out of her head. 

Crystal sidled up, wide-eyed, slipping her hand into Dee’s sleeve and removing the lighter. 

“Tell me what you took,” he snarled. “Where you got it. Who educed it.” He sounded like he was putting together a hit list. 

And then Dusk appeared next to them, pressing her grandpa’s hunting knife into the soft exposed flesh under Hunter’s jaw. 

“She didn’t take anything,” he said calmly. “Release her.” 

Hunter’s grip slackened, until finally, he let go. 

Dee sidestepped, sliding along the wall, away from Hunter, edging closer to Dollface. 

“About time you two showed up,” Dee said to her and then grinned. “Did you get that? Showed up?” 

“It wasn’t funny,” Crystal said, handing the lighter back. “And this isn’t good.” 

“The fact that Verge and my father are spider bait or that this bleeping-bleeper can read my thoughts?” Dee motioned to Hunter. “What is up with that?” 

Backing away from Hunter, Dusk kept the knife up between them. “I’m sorry, Dark Star, I didn’t see him. I told you I couldn’t see everything.” 

Hunter’s eyes tracked the knife as Dusk moved. “Who are you?” 

“I’m Dusk, and she’s Crystal.” 

“Now what?” Dee asked. “Can we knock him out or something?” 

Hunter sneered. His eyes never left Dusk or the knife—waiting for the right moment to attack. 

“No,” Dusk said. “We can’t.” Dusk’s own gaze never wavered from Hunter either. It looked as though he could see through the mask too, maybe. “He’s your hunter.” 

“Say what?” 

“He knows,” Dusk said. “He can tell.” 

“You’re warped, seer,” Hunter said softly. “She’s nothing to me.” 

“She’s your scout,” Dusk stated. “The first rite of blood has already occurred.” 

Hunter went rigid. She hoped Dusk couldn’t  see Hunter’s eyes, because they were vicious and deadly. 

“Rite of blood?” she repeated. 

“It’s a bond,” Crystal explained, sliding behind Dusk and Dee. “The strongest, the most ancient, the first. The blood-bond, between a scout and a hunter, but— ” 

“It doesn’t happen,” Hunter growled. “It’s a myth. And this is a trick.” 

But he didn’t believe what he was saying. 

His thoughts were cutting in and out of her head. 

Pressing the heels of her hands to her temples, she wished she could push him out completely. 

A bond with this guy? This killer? 

She didn’t want to be bonded to anyone, but especially not him. 

“Feeling’s mutual,” he sneered, never looking away from Dusk. 

“Stay out of my head,” she nearly screamed. She held her hands out to Dusk, pleading. “What does this mean?” 

Crystal let out an exasperated huff. “Hunters and scouts worked together in the Time Before. A blood ritual was performed to bond the lead hunter with his band’s scout, since scouts are weaker than hunters, and hunters are prone to attacking the weak, especially during the hunting rites. Hunters were induced by seers to heightened predatory states before going on a hunt. The lead hunter had to protect the scout when they were away from the greater community. In the early days, this bond took on an even deeper, more important meaning due to the influence of the Higher Order’s gifts, including shared thoughts and emotions. Now can we go save Verge and my father?” 

“Nobody believes in those old stories,” Hunter said. 

He was lying. 

His eyes flicked over to her. 

A terrible pressure crushed down on her chest—smothering, suffocating. 

She backed up, bumping into Dollface. “Let’s knock him out and leave him here.” 

“Now you know how I feel,” Crystal muttered. “But we don’t have time for this. The moon will come into alignment soon, and if Eclipse is doing what I think—” 

“What? What’s he doing?” she asked. 

“You’re skewed. All of you.” Hunter tensed, about to pounce on Dusk. 

“Don’t!” Dee threw herself between them, her gaze burning into Hunter’s. “Don’t touch him.” 

“What are you going to do?” He bore down on her. “Annoy me to death?” 

“That was funny,” Crystal said, though she wasn’t laughing. 

Dee backed away. She didn’t want to hear his thoughts or feel his pain or have anything to do with him. She bit back a scream and the urge to hit something. 

Dusk seemed confused. “The first rite is supposed to be blood of the hand.” 

“He’s bleeding all over the place,” Crystal pointed out. “Does it really matter where it comes from?” 

“But Dark Star isn’t bleeding.” 

Dee froze. She wasn’t bleeding now, but she had been when she’d slapped Hunter after he’d caught her on the street. 

Her gaze met his again. His emotions crashed against her—furious, incredulous. 

“I’m not bonded,” she said stubbornly. “Not to him. Not to anyone.” 

Dusk’s fingertips grazed her arm, his calming presence working weakly against her. “He can help us.” 

“I don’t want his help.” 

“Dark Star, do you want to find your way home or not?” 

She looked over at Hunter again. 

His thoughts were full of curses, most of them relating to slugs in some way. He didn’t want this any more than she did. 

He was just as worried, just as upset, just as afraid. 

“I am not afraid,” he snapped. 

She held his glare. 

Life and death. 

Black and white. 

Hunter and… 

“We have to hurry,” said Crystal. 

“I am not helping you, any of you,” Hunter spat. “Whatever your plan… You’re in the Apex. You two, leave.” He stabbed a finger at Dusk and Crystal. “I’ll pretend I never saw you. Her…” He glowered at Dee. “I’ll take her to the Cap. If everything goes as planned, they won’t need her, then…” 

“Then what?” she challenged. “Eclipse will let me go? You think I’m going to stand around and watch him kill a bunch of stealers? My father?” 

“If they’re about to do what I think,” Crystal said, “then they couldn’t use her anyway.” 

“How do you know what they’re going to do?” Dee asked. 

“We were outside the doors, when some KETS came out and I saw…” Crystal’s voice cracked. 

Dee could feel Hunter picking around in her head, it was like a headache trying to take root. 

She spun back toward him. “Stop that.” 

“Your Mark was removed?” He stared at her like she was a freak. 

A black wave of rage welled up in her, blotting him out from her head—temporarily. 

“I don’t believe this,” he muttered. 

“I saw my father in there too.” Crystal drew Dee’s attention back to her. 

A glossy tear-ripple disturbed the surface of Dollface’s eyes. 

“I remember,” Crystal went on, “he used to talk about how to extract the gifts of the Higher Order, but he’d given up the work, because he realized success would mean…” Her hands twisted in her coat. “He’s going to do it. He’s actually figured out how.” 

“Do what?” Dee attempted to calm her quaking fury at Hunter. How dare he look at her like she was a mutant? Just because she didn’t have her Mark. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had made her feel so… hurt. 

“He’s going to steal the stealers’ Marks.” 





Chapter 21 


“I bleeping hate this world,” Dee grumbled. “You know that?” Her fist thumped her leg as she battled the anger and worry and fear. 

Crystal hung her head, like she was somehow responsible for what her father was about to do. 

“Will your squad scent the bond?” Dusk asked Hunter. 

Hunter stared silently at him. 

“Answer him!” Dee raised her fist like she might punch Hunter, like that would’ve hurt him. 

“I don’t know,” he growled. “They could tell…” 

He whipped around and slammed his own fist into the wall, cracking the smooth surface. 

“They could tell what?” she pressed. 

“We have to do something now,” Crystal said. 

Dusk nodded. “Make us invisible again.” 

“Then what?” Dee asked as Crystal handed her the lighter. 

“Then Hunter takes you in, just as we planned,” Dusk said. “We’ll be close behind. Once we’re inside, we’ll find a way to disrupt whatever is about to happen. I’ll cut down the stealers. You’ll have to make them invisible. That should give them enough advantage to escape. Take them back to the tunnels. Once the stealers are out of the Apex, they should be able to shift away.” 

“You’re all warped,” Hunter said. “That’s never going to work.” 

“Got a better plan?” she asked. 

“Get out of here,” he said. “Run now, and you might live.” 

“You almost sound like you care.” 

His gaze bored into her. “If you attempt to interfere, I will have to kill you—” 

“You would,” she said, “wouldn’t you?” 

He lapsed into glaring again. 

“He won’t,” Dusk said. “A hunter protects his scout.” 

But Dee wasn’t so sure. 

Hunter’s thoughts were obscured by a black veil of anger. But his emotions continued to ply her, and they were a tempest. 

He wasn’t on board, at all. The only reason he wasn’t killing them was this blood rite thing, which she was completely unprepared to grapple with. 

But if she were going to save her father and Verge and find Nid and get home, then she was going to have to deal with her hunter. 

She squared off with him. “Your boss is going to kill my father. I’m not going to let that happen.” 

His thumbs ran over his fingertips. Blood dried on his face. His nose swelled. 

“It’s Verge you need to save,” Dusk said gently. 

“We’re saving all of them,” she said. “We’re not going to let this happen.” 

“I could incapacitate all of you,” Hunter told them, “in seconds.” 

“Then do it,” she said. “Just go ahead and kill us. That’s what your friends will do if you turn us over to them. And you know that, which is why you haven’t whistled for them, because this blood rite—bond, whatever—is for real. Fine. We’ll deal with that later. Right now, you’re supposed to be taking me in there, right?” She pointed down the corridor. “Don’t you think your masters are going to wonder what’s taking you so long?” 

She flicked the lighter at Dusk and Crystal. Dusk reached out for Crystal, and she took his hand without hesitation. 

Dee assumed they were invisible again, as she saw Dollface’s mouth move, but heard nothing. 

“This is going to get us all killed,” Hunter told her. 

Tucking the lighter into her sleeve, she held out her arm for him. “Lead the way.” 
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The doors slid open. 

A gust met them—clear, cool night air. 

Hunter tugged her into the chamber. 

It was oddly silent. 

As Hunter escorted her, Verge’s eyes widened. She met his gaze, but kept her face neutral. 

Beyond him, through the open panel above, the moon, bone-white, three-quarters in view. Directly ahead and above, Eclipse and Quell behind the glass wall. Eclipse’s suave demeanor was gone. He was pointing rigidly at Quell, his mouth contorting in big, biting motions. 

She pushed her thoughts at Hunter. “Where are the rest of your goons?” 

“Securing the lower levels.” 

He dragged her around the perimeter of the room. 

Underneath the catwalk were numerous machines and three skittish adults in brown jumpsuits. When Hunter approached, they recoiled. Their eyes darted around as if looking for someplace to hide. One of them, an older man with fine features and gray eyes, rose from his chair. 

Crystal’s father. 

“This is the extra,” Hunter told them. 

His wariness of Hunter slid away as he looked Dee over. He was thin and ashen—defeated. His pale eyes like gravestones. 

“Yes.” His voice was a sigh. “Turn her around. I need to inspect her Mark.” 

Hunter hesitated. 

Dee’s rage rose again. 

She turned around and flipped up the back of her jacket, flashing Hunter a vicious smile. 

“That’s right. You’re bonded to a freak. But I’d rather be a freak than a mindless slave to Darth Accountant.” 

Crystal’s father stammered. “Wha—what…?” 

His female assistant gasped. 

“What is this?” he asked. “What happened to you?” 

“I told them I wasn’t a stealer.” She glanced in her father’s direction, but he was half-hidden behind the closer stealers. 

“Signal the deputy minister at once,” he said to one of his assistants. “He’ll want to see this for himself.” 

“Yes, sir,” the male assistant said. Leaning over his control panel, he pressed a button. “Deputy Minister, please join us.” 

“What is it?” Quell snapped through a speaker. 

“Um… There’s ah…” 

Eclipse’s voice interrupted. “Is there a problem?” 

“Well… It’s the extra. She’s not… Well she’s…” 

“Stop your sputtering,” Quell barked. “I’ll be right down.” 

Hunter turned Dee around. 

She didn’t have to read his thoughts or feel his emotions to know how pissed off he was. 

Crystal’s father had returned to his chair and was gazing fixedly at a screen in front of him. His female assistant circled the stealers. The male assistant wiped his hands on his suit and then sat down and began hurriedly fidgeting with the dials and switches. 

The machine looked like it had been stolen off the set of an old, cheesy sci-fi movie. But a few of its parts—the screen flashing nonsensical colors and forms—looked more like magic than science. Dee was sure if she tried to touch the screen, her fingers would’ve gone right through. 

“Take her to the holding room,” Crystal’s father said to Hunter. “We are about to begin.” 

Hunter pulled Dee past the machines and her father, but he was looking the other way. 

If he’d just turn his head— 

She was tempted to call out to him, but her voice lodged in her throat. And then Hunter was hustling her into the room. The doors slid shut automatically, but the glass wall gave her a clear view of the horror show. 

Hunter released her and then leaned over a flat disc of metal mounted to the wall. A jet of water poured out from the wall into his hands. He splashed water on his face, rinsing away some of the blood. 

His thoughts broke through her wall of anger. “This is warped.” 

She ignored him, searching for Dusk and Crystal, but she couldn’t see them. Her gaze kept returning to her father, but his attention was over his shoulder, head canted to watch the moon slowly filling the open panel behind him. 

“We’re both going to die.” Even Hunter’s thoughts growled. 

“Remind me not to call you when I need a pep talk.” 

He stormed over to her, trapping her between his body and the glass. 

“Is that your father out there?” 

She glared up at him. “Why are you such a bully?” 

“Someone is going to have to fight. Is it going to be you? The seer? The educer?” 

He backed away and then spun, stalking to the far side of the room. 

The storm surge of his thoughts flooded her. 

All the years he’d trained, he’d worked, he’d done everything right—to become a leader of a Keystone squad, of the deputy minister’s personal detail, building his body, his mind, his pack, and for what? To have it all taken away by a bond left over from an irrelevant age? Now he was going to lose it all and die, because of some neutered stealer— 

“I’m not neutered.” She pressed her forehead against the glass door, watching her father, willing him to look at her. But he didn’t. “I’m just…” 

What was she? 

Gazing out at the semicircle of stealers, the perfect black ellipses on their backs… 

Something had been taken from her and she hadn’t even known it. A part of her wished she’d never discovered the truth. Now she was a freak in two worlds. 

Suddenly, Hunter’s thoughts and feelings vanished, even the residual echoes of his pain from the fight with Wave left her. 

She shivered a bit. “How did you—” 

“Quell should’ve been here by now.” 

She turned back toward the glass wall. 

The stealer directly in front of her was a woman, the first one in the semicircle, Verge being the last on the opposite side of the room. 

The stealer’s hair was scarlet red and her eyes, aquamarine. 

She met Dee’s gaze. She might have been the same age as Dee’s mother, but the resignation in her eyes made her look much older. Dee wanted to tell her to hang on, in a few moments Dusk would free her—all of them. 

Just as she was thinking these hopeful thoughts, Quell strode through the doors. 

Behind him, six scuba goons and two captives. 





Chapter 22 


Dusk and Crystal looked as though they’d had buckets of teal-blue paint dumped on their heads. 

Grasping her arm, Hunter drew her back from the wall. 

The door slid open. 

An electric hum, like a small exhaust fan, blasted in from the room beyond. Quickly, the sound grew into a drilling whine. 

Crystal’s father and his assistants were scurrying, lights flashing all around them. It seemed he hadn’t noticed Crystal. Not that she was terribly recognizable—a blue-dipped head, the lower half of her body invisible to him. 

Quell entered along with two of the KETS, who pushed Crystal and Dusk ahead. The others waited outside. The doors shut, muffling the noise of the machines. 

Dee sank back against Hunter. 

The guards shoved Dusk toward Dee and Hunter, but kept hold of Crystal. 

Quell’s gaze shifted between Hunter and Dee, back and forth, finally settling on Hunter. 

“This is rather… unfortunate,” he remarked to Hunter. “You really were my best.” 

The guards shifted uneasily. 

Hunter tensed, but his thoughts and emotions remained his own. Somehow, he’d blocked Dee out. 

A limp smile bent Quell’s lips. “Who would’ve guessed the blood rite remained possible? And still so powerful. Powerful enough to alert our seers, who also sighted your friends skulking in the corridor”—he gestured to Crystal. In the massive hands of a hulking brute, she really did look like a doll—“when they came to warn me about your situation.” 

Dee looked over at Dusk. 

Too bad he hadn’t seen any of this happening. Or had he? His face, even covered in thick blue dye, was smooth, unperturbed, his eyes bright and swirling. 

Crystal was mouthing something at Dee. Dee slipped out the lighter and flicked it. 

“We’re too late,” Crystal was crying. 

Quell glanced fleetingly over his shoulder. “Ah, yes, your small friend is correct.” 

A blinding flash filled the chamber. 

Silver light reflected off the black panels, weaving an ever intensifying beam over the stealers—a web of moonlight. 

The beam zipped to the center of the room, to the gyroscope. 

Dee couldn’t see the gyroscope, but she could see the scarlet-haired stealer. 

Her head snapped back as she lurched, stiffening, her fingers and eyes clenched. Tears spurted and then rolled, almost reluctantly, down her cheeks. 

“No!” Dee surged forward, but Hunter caught her waist and held her back. 

“A small sacrifice,” Quell replied, “which will benefit all.” 

“Benefit?” She twisted against Hunter, but his hold was adamant. “You’re out of your mind!” 

“By extracting their gifts, we will gain unfettered access to the pathways,” Quell said. 

Behind him, the scarlet-haired stealer convulsed. 

“Once the citizens see how we are freed from reliance upon the least reliable of our people, His Eminence is confident all qualms will quickly be quieted. When you think about it, it’s quite logical,” he went on. “What wasn’t logical was the manner in which the stealers acquired their gifts in the first place. A random event gifted entire generations of stealers with the potent ability to travel to other worlds, rendering the rest of us dependent upon them to an unacceptable degree. We are merely returning said gift to those who should, inherently, be the ones to utilize it. For all memory, leaders have been trusted to do what was best for the people. And that is what we are now doing.” 

“Except for what’s best for those stealers.” She threw her elbows into Hunter’s stomach, though she knew he wasn’t going to release her. 

“His Eminence is concerned for the welfare of all our citizens,” Quell said. “The sacrifice of these nine means no stealer will ever again have to work the Boats. Their forfeit will free this, and all future generations of stealers, from that most taxing and painful drudgery. Once the cycle is complete”—he gestured faintly toward the torture occurring behind him—“the people of the Crescent will have access to a self-sustaining portal, independent of life, capable of opening all the passages to all the worlds, which can be passed on… for as long as the moon continues to rise.” 

Beyond Quell and through the gaps of the four guards lined up outside, the female stealer with the red hair hung slack in her bonds. Next to her, a silver-haired stealer jerked as a swirling black stream was pulled from her body. 

Dee’s father was next. 

Her throat constricted. 

Six killers and Quell stood between her and the door. 

Suddenly, Hunter was in her head, trying to wrangle in every crazy thought she was having. 

She would rush Quell. Once she had him, she’d force him to open the doors. Or she’d pick him up and throw him through the doors. She’d throw herself through the doors. Hunter would help her; he’d have to. She thought all these things, even as Hunter told her, “No. No… NO!” 

Her body was taut as a rubber band stretched to the point just before it either breaks or snaps back. “I have to do something!” 

His response was cool and hard. “No, you don’t. Do you know how many stealers die working the Boats? He might not be wrong.” 

“This isn’t the answer!” She strained away from him. “I’m going to do something, and you’d better help me.” 

“It’s nice you think I can take on six of my own squad at once, but—” 

“But what? I’m supposed to stand here and do nothing while my father dies? You may be able to read my thoughts, but if you think that’s going to happen, then you really don’t know me.” 

She ceased struggling when a hand slid over hers. Dusk. His fingers slipped up her sleeve, withdrawing the pencil and placing it firmly in her hand. 

She frowned into the spiraling gold wells of his eyes. In her hand, the pencil was heavy, like it was made of stone, and a thousand times larger. 

“What is that? Take that from her,” Quell ordered. 

The two guards surged forward. 

Hunter shoved Dee aside and launched at them, knocking the first down with a single square blow. 

The other rushed past him and clamped down on Dee’s arm. 

Hunter whipped around, broke the goon’s hold on her, and shoved him away, into the wall. 

The first was back up again. He and Hunter grappled. 

Dee pointed the pencil at Quell. It quaked in her hand. 

“What do you think you’re going to do with that?” Quell chuckled. “An unextracted latent? Am I supposed to be—” 

“Do your stuff,” Dee murmured to the pencil. 

A gush of white smoke blasted out of the pencil. 

She was thrown against the wall, hitting her head. Her cousin’s guitar pick deadened the pain of the impact, but her head spun, her thoughts drifting from her grasp. 

A cloud filled the room. Sculpted by an inexplicable wind, it took the shape of a giant tree. 

Branches sprouted, spreading up to the ceiling and then curling back down, touching its own roots. It built and built. Huge flakes of snow fell. Kissing her face coldly. 

She plucked one from her hair. A snow leaf. It melted in her fingers, numbing the tips. 

Hunter, Quell, and the rest were obscured behind the tree-cloud. 

Her mind felt packed with leaf-shaped snow. She reached up to touch the back of her head, to check for blood, but she froze. 

A bird had flown out of the clouds—or was the bird a cloud, like the tree? 

It landed on the floor next to her, solidified, and turned black. 

A raven. As big as Crystal. 

One penetrating eye gazed at her inquisitively. 

Then a massive foot emerged from the tree-cloud. 

As the creature stepped out, it shrank to fit into the room and took shape. 

A man in primitive leather and a fur-lined cloak, spear in hand, with another raven on his shoulder. He looked down on her with one sparkling, storm-blue eye. His hair and beard remained as white as the cloud still swelling behind him. His other eye socket was an abyss, a deep, dark, unfathomable well. Two massive wolves peeked around his legs. 

He spoke in a rumble like mountain thunder. The walls shook. 

And she didn’t understand a word—so much for the polylinguistic gift. 

Dusk scrambled over to her. “Say ‘Quell.’ Now.” 

Her head was swimming. “Quell?” she repeated. 

Why was Dusk blue? She’d hit her head too hard. 

The cloud man spoke again, the reverberation rattling her insides. 

“Say my name,” Dusk said. “Now.” 

“Huh?” 

He clasped her face in his hands. “Quell is running, he has Crystal. And he will kill her if you don’t stop him, now. Say my name.” 

“But my father—” 

“Say it!” 

“Dusk…?” 

He smiled. 

The branches of the cloud tree whipped out and encircled him. 

“We’re always connected, Dark Star,” he said as he was enveloped. “Don’t forget.” 

“Dusk?” She reached into the swirl of white. Her hand moved through the cloud, chilling her skin. 

Dusk was gone. 

The cloud-man was on the move. 

Glass shattered in a deafening crash. 

She yelped and ducked. 

The cloud swept out of the holding cell. The high-pitched screeching of the machine pierced the lingering haze in her head. 

As she pushed to her feet, she spied her grandpa’s knife on the floor. 

Hunter’s thoughts sliced into her mind. 

“Scout, you’d better get up before they do!” 

The remaining wisps of the cloud cleared from the holding cell. Hunter was bashing one of the guard’s heads into the wall, repeatedly. The second crawled on his hands and knees and then sprang at Hunter’s back, putting him in a choke hold. In the chamber beyond, glass was strewn everywhere. The remaining KETS had been thrown to the ground but were picking themselves up. 

The silver-haired stealer was limp. 

The cycle had moved on… to her father. 

His eyes were squeezed shut, his teeth bared. 

From him, a black mist funneled toward the gyroscope. 

Her heart leapt. 

She staggered to her feet and snatched the knife off the ground. 

The room appeared to break apart, one half moving up, the other down. 

She struggled to focus on her father. 

She could reach him. She had to. 

Glass crackled under her feet. She ripped the sheath off the knife. He was just a few feet— 

A guard’s arm flicked out in front of her, at her collarbone. She slammed into it and was flung onto her back. 

A crunch—her mother’s glasses. Luckily though, her cousin’s pick was still working. 

The guard stomped his boot down on her stomach. 

She huffed, but suffered nothing more than a dull, albeit uncomfortable, pressure. 

She swung the knife up and then down onto his boot, but the blade bounced off. 

He sneered down at her. His cheeks were nicked with multiple cuts. A small shard of glass protruded from one of the wounds. 

Grabbing his ankle, she tried to throw him off balance. Glass glittered on the sleeves of her jacket, but none of them had cut through. 

“Get off!” As she shoved, her gaze flicked beyond him. 

She stopped fighting. 

Her father was limp. 

The cycle had moved on. 

The guard stepped on her wrist and ripped the knife away from her. 

The pencil remained in her other hand, but only because her fingers were involuntarily locked around it. 

He hauled her upright. 

She staggered as he dragged her forward, over the field of broken glass, closer to her father, who hung slack in his fetters. 

She willed him to look at her. But his skin was violet-gray, his chin rested on his chest. 

He didn’t move. He didn’t look at her. He never would. 

“You two find Master Quell,” the guard holding Dee ordered. 

“What about Hunter?” one growled, picking himself off the floor. 

Hunter was still fighting in the far corner, fending off two at once. 

“We’ll take care of him.” He lifted the knife—her grandpa’s knife—looked at it and then back at her. “Sorry, beautiful.” 

He drove the knife toward her throat. 





Chapter 23 


With stealer swiftness, she ducked the blade. 

Swinging around, she cracked her elbow against the knife wielder’s nose. 

He snarled, grip loosening enough that she was able to yank free. 

Another lunged for her. She swung wildly at his face. One of her fingers jabbed his eye. 

He roared, stumbling. 

Dodging around him, she bolted toward the door. Crystal’s father and his two assistants were huddled against the wall. 

“You have to stop this!” she shouted at them. 

Crystal’s father stammered. “Once the cycle has begun… it won’t … we can’t .” 

Verge’s eyes widened at her—big black circles of panic. The cycle had already moved on to the fifth stealer. Verge was the ninth. 

A scream tugged her attention toward the gaping hole in the wall—where the door had been. 

Crystal. Quell had her. 

“Hunter! You have to figure out how to stop the machine!” she cried in her head as she raced into the corridor. 

“Busy here,” he growled back. 

She dashed up the sloping hall, through the darkness, and around a corner. 

She stumbled to a halt. 

Quell was there. 

Skewered to the wall. A wooden spear in his gut. Blood pooled beneath him. 

Crystal huddled in the corner by the elevator. 

Normally, Dee wasn’t squeamish about blood, but she’d never seen so much. She’d never seen it dripping from a dead man’s body. 

In a daze, she crept toward Crystal, keeping her eyes only on the trembling girl, not on floors covered in blood or walls mounted with corpses. 

At the edge of the pool, she held out her hand. “Come on.” Her voice sounded weak and wispy. “We have to go.” 

She tried not to breathe, but that hot metallic tang snuck up on her anyway. How much blood was she going to have to smell today? Unlike Hunter’s blood, which had pumped through her like adrenaline, tingling and heating and invigorating, Quell’s left her head spinning and her stomach heaving. 

Had she done this? Somehow? She couldn’t quite recall. Where was Dusk? He’d been there, but then… All she could remember was a thick white mist… smoke? 

Crystal didn’t move. She was splattered in turquoise and red—Quell’s blood. Her eyes were glassy, shocked. She looked like she’d been pinned to the wall too. 

“Crystal!” Dee took a step into the crimson puddle. “Dollface! We have to go! We have to save the stealers—Verge!” 

“Grab her and run!” Hunter barked in her head. 

Despite the assertion that he couldn’t take on six hunters, he had successfully incapacitated five of them. The last was giving him trouble because the guy still had Dee’s knife—and because Hunter was so battered and exhausted he was about to collapse. 

Spurred by Hunter’s urgency, she surged forward, into the slick of blood, and seized Crystal’s hand, dragging her away from the wall. 

“Wait!” Crystal jerked away. 

She turned to Quell. 

“We don’t have—” 

With tentative fingers, she gripped Quell’s hand and yanked at a ring on his finger. 

The ring came off and so did Quell. 

The spear groaned as Quell dropped to the floor. Blood splashed. All over them. 

Dee didn’t know whether to scream or puke. Maybe both. 

Then the elevator doors opened. 

She spun. 

The two KETS who had carried off Wave froze. Behind them, four more guards—the rest of Hunter’s squad, minus Wave. 

Dee slid back, groping for Crystal. “Go! Help the others!” 

Crystal hesitated only a second before she raced away, back down the corridor, toward her father and Verge. 

Dee grabbed the spear that protruded from Quell’s body and yanked. It slid easily from him, without a sound. She pointed the spear at the KETS. They tensed, but didn’t move. 

She was about to tell them to push the button for the basement when Hunter interjected. 

“Say what I say.” 

“What good is—” 

But his words plowed into her head. 

Trying to keep up, she stammered, “Chase, Tagger.” 

The two at the front of the pack flinched back from her. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said in a rush. “But I’ve been blood-bound to Hunter. You can tell, I know you can. Listen to me, my words are his. Chase, you’ve always had doubts about what has become of our people…” She fumbled with the stream of Hunter’s thoughts. “You were right. The old ways have been corrupted. Whatever they were, they aren’t anymore. They probably won’t ever be again. But what is now isn’t right. Quell is dead. This is one of those moments you called… huh?” Hunter’s thoughts were coming so quickly they began to bleed together. 

Chase took a step forward. “The sacrificial keystone.” 

“Right, that…” She huffed. The spear was heavier than it looked. “His point is things are changing. He thinks you might help us stop Eclipse.” 

“Why would we do that?” Tagger asked. 

Hunter was grumbling. Her mind was too muddled to work out the muddle of reasons and threats pouring from him. 

“Because…” She pushed Hunter’s thoughts aside with a shake of her head. “I’m going to win. Don’t believe me? Ask him.” She cocked her head at Quell. “Help us or stay out of our way. Hunter doesn’t want to hurt you, but he will.” 

“And what does he think I will do?” a voice said from around the corner—the hall leading up to Eclipse’s observation room. 

Her grip on the spear tightened. She backed up, out of Quell’s blood. 

Eclipse strolled into view, stopping outside of spear-thrusting range. He gazed at Quell, tears in his gray eyes. The sight of Eclipse grieving nearly made her drop her weapon. 

“No more loyal a man will you ever meet,” Eclipse eulogized. 

She had to remind herself Eclipse had almost killed her and had killed her father—and was about to kill Verge. 

She called out to Hunter. He didn’t answer her. 

Wanting nothing more than to race back to him and Crystal, she hoped they were working out a way to free the last of the stealers. Apparently, she and her spear were going to have to hold Eclipse and the KETS back on their own. 

His attention swung back in her direction. “Arrest her.” 

Some of the KETS started forward, but Chase and Tagger flung out their arms, stopping them. 

“Impressive,” Eclipse said. “The power of the blood rite sways them. The rituals of Before continue to resonate, no matter how obsolete they’ve become. You’re clever to exploit them.” 

“I’m not exploiting anything.” She slid out of the blood, keeping one eye on the KETS and the other on Eclipse. “You’re the one murdering people.” 

“A noble sacrifice, not murder,” Eclipse said. “They give so the rest of us may thrive.” 

She desperately tried to tap into Hunter, but received only a hazy, pained sensation—everywhere. 

“And from what I see, you’re the one holding the weapon,” he said. “You’re the one covered in blood. Did you know that Quell had a wife and children? How I dread having to tell them what violence was inflicted upon him… and when he was defenseless.” 

“Your hunters were going to cut my throat!” 

“Is it any wonder? Look what you’ve done. You’ve broken up the finest squad in the Crescent, brought to this peaceful place unprecedented violence and bloodshed, and you’ve murdered one of our most respected leaders and one of my dearest friends…” His voice broke. “Aren’t you ashamed? Are you so selfish and coldhearted that you feel no remorse for the unrest you have incited? And to what end?” 

Dee thrust the bloodstained spearpoint at Eclipse. “You killed my father! You held him here against his will and you tortured him. You stole his Mark! Are you ashamed? Do you feel any remorse?” 

He held up his hands as if surrendering. 

“Of course, I am. Certainly, I do,” he said, seeming sincere. “Do you think this decision came easily? Do you think that I do not, every night, lose sleep? How much more complicated life has become, here, in the After. The Spirit Mark saved us from extinction, and yet”—he shook his head ruefully—“we were irrecoverably altered by that salvation. Distinctions that had once been less defined—leader, sage, hunter, scout—have become divisive. Once they served us. Now they separate us. This decision came after long counsel with seers and sages and leaders alike. It came from hearing the cries of pain and suffering endured by the stealers at the Boats year after year. Finally, I realized what had set us on this path and brought us to this place. The Mark. That gift of a spirit—an Unraveler, the undoers of existence. Why should it be surprising that a gift from such a creature should bring us here, to this?” 

He gestured to her, spear-grasping and blood-spattered. 

He pressed his hands together in front of him. “For the loss of your father, I am culpable. You are right to judge me guilty. But before you pass sentence, know that his life lost means many more will be saved. I did what was deemed best for the many, at the expense of a few. That is the burden I bear. Can you say what choice you would have made in my place?” 

From behind them, Crystal’s voice was hard and clear. “I would’ve chosen not to defile the gift of the Higher Order.” 

Dee glanced back. Crystal and her father stood behind her. 

Had they saved Verge? What about the others? Where was Hunter? Dusk? 

Eclipse’s face hardened. “Moss, shouldn’t you be attending—” 

“My daughter’s right.” Moss cut in. “I should’ve allowed you to end my life, as you threatened to do, rather than submit. But the Higher Order will render justice upon us for what we’ve done.” 

And then he rushed at Eclipse. 

Crystal seized Dee’s arm, tugging, as Moss launched at Eclipse. The KETS stood by, watching, not interceding. 

“Hurry,” Crystal said. 

“Did your father stop the cycle?” Dee asked as they raced back. 

“He can’t !” Crystal huffed. “We tried. But listen, there still might be a way—” 

“Did you try to cut them down?” 

“With what?” 

Dee growled. “There has to be something!” 

“Oh, just shut up and listen!” 

They entered the chamber again, the eighth stealer sagged. 

The gyroscope spun toward Verge. 






Chapter 24 


Crystal shoved Dee forward. “Go! Put your back between it and Verge!” 

“Are you warped?” 

Crystal’s eyes were both hard and pleading. “You have to trust me!” 

Hissing, Dee leapt forward, dropping the spear, and grabbed hold of the metal frame that secured Verge’s bonds. 

She whipped around, slamming into Verge’s back, throwing her arms over his shoulders. 

The Mark-thieving beam struck her. 

Warm pressure prickled over her back. 

The whirring buzz pitched into a higher register, like a scream. Then it dropped into a low, winding-down groan. 

Had her lack of a Mark somehow broken the cycle? 

Sometimes insanity works. 

And then again… 

A rumbling roar, like the approach of a house-thieving tornado, filled her ears from the inside out. 

She screamed, or she thought she did. 

Then she wasn’t thinking anymore, she couldn’t. 

Pain—being cored by gnawing rodents or having all her organs vacuumed out. It pushed her to the edge and beyond… Darkness. 

Endless, silent. 

And then, slowly, sound began to return. 

The high-pitched whine was drowned out by a throat-tearing scream. 

She was screaming. 

She collapsed. 

Agony echoed through her. Her mouth tasted like ash. A deathly chill rocketed through her in icy blasts. 

Eclipse stepped over her to the gyroscope. His hands were outstretched. 

“No,” he pleaded. “No.” 

She flopped over onto her side. 

The fallen spear rolled against her. 

Verge still hung from the ropes, his Mark intact. 

Somehow, she picked up the spear and rose to her feet, moving like a marionette, hovering over her own body, pulling the strings. 

Lifting the spear, she sliced through Verge’s bonds with four sure, quick swipes. 

So much for Weaver’s Thread. 

“You.” Eclipse shot the accusation at her back. 

She turned, seeing him from above and below and all around, but not quite through her own eyes, which were too blurry to be of any use. 

He strode forward and slapped her once and then twice. Again. And again. 

He struck her until she was on her knees and the strings between her hovering self and her body were disconnected. 

Tearing the spear from her hands, he turned the point to her throat. 

“For interfering with the decree of the Keystone and the Sage’s Council, I sentence you to death,” he pronounced. “A death too swift and painless in light of the crime you have committed.” 

He drew the spear back. 

From seemingly very far away, Crystal screamed, “No!” 

She watched from outside herself, unable to reattach the strings that might’ve allowed her to move. 

Someone pushed her aside, landing hard on top of her. 

Verge’s shoulder crushed against her sternum. 

In his other shoulder, the spear. 

She could feel her heart beating again—zipping like a spooked slug. 

Verge pressed a silver jar against her chest. 

He grimaced around the gag in his mouth as he fell onto his back, tears running down his cheeks. 

She groped for the jar. With fumbling fingers, she tugged out the stopper. 

Green light fell over her face. 

“No latent is going to save you.” Eclipse tore the jar from her hand. “No matter how potent.” 

“Too true, Your Eminence.” Nid inched out of the bottle and onto Eclipse’s finger. “If only I were able to leave you to your business, but alas, a promise has been made and so it must be that this scout is returned safely to her home world. As she’s already been damaged, I’m compelled to intervene to prevent any further injury that might interfere with the fulfillment of my vow.” 

Motionless, Eclipse stared down at his finger, as if Nid’s presence alone were paralytic. A faint squeak slipped from His Eminence’s throat. 

“And as I’m sure you know, Your Eminence, a promise,” Nid said, cat-curl smile in his voice, “is a bond, even I cannot break.” 

Nid vanished. 

Eclipse stood there, gaping. 

A second later, Nid reappeared, clinging to Eclipse’s earlobe. 

“Run, Your Eminence,” Nid said, “your part is played.” 

Winking out, Nid appeared again on Dee’s knee. 

Eclipse took a step back, his eyes round as quarters. 

And then he turned and ran. 

The room seemed to shrink. 

Dee’s chest constricted. She sucked in sharp spikes of air, each one hurting more than the last. As pain began to well up from within her, dark shadows ate away at her vision. Verge lay beside her, groaning through his gag. Crystal was calling to her. But Dee couldn’t answer. Her mouth was full of iron shavings. 

Where was Hunter? She couldn’t hear him. She couldn’t feel him. 

At last, she allowed her eyes to close, as they’d been trying to do for what seemed a very long time. 

Nid’s voice came to her in a smiling whisper. “Little scout, little scout, what is this… all about?” 
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Her vision was bleary, cloud-streaked, her tongue sluggish in her mouth. She tried to lift her head, failing. 

But the attempt dispelled the heaviness weighing her down, though it left her as limp as cut thread. Then the aches began. One after another, they piled upon her like snowfall—the kind that buries a person and suffocates them. 

She groaned. “Blar gar be.” 

“What?” Verge’s voice sounded distant. 

“She wants to know where we are,” Hunter said darkly. “We’re nowhere, scout.” His voice dropped. “Worse than nowhere.” 

Grimacing, she finally lifted her head. 

At the end of the hard, wall-mounted cot, Hunter. He was sprawled, his arms crossed and his legs thrown wide. The blood had been cleaned from his face, which was bruised but not swollen. She couldn’t tell if the relentless ache she felt was her own or his. 

The room was clearly a prison cell—if white walls, no windows, and a door with no handle were any indication. 

On a cot opposite, Crystal was huddled, peering at Dee over her arms. 

Beside her, across from Dee, and as far from Hunter as he could be given the confined space, Verge. 

Her head began to throb. Hunter’s flurry of emotions pounded against her. Luckily, he was keeping his thoughts to himself. His rage and frustration were enough. 

“Why shouldn’t I be angry?” he growled. “Look what you did!” He flung his arm out at the room, at the others. 

Crystal tucked deeper into the corner. 

“Have you forgotten that you’re in here with us, meathead?” Verge said. “Not out there with them? Maybe you should pull that Unpenetrate up over your mouth.” 

Hunter’s anger flared to a blistering temperature. 

Dee groaned as the conflicting emotions toward Verge, hers and Hunter’s, clashed like two cars in a head-on collision. 

“Watch it, stealer,” Hunter snarled at Verge. “I may not be a KETS anymore, but I can still smear you into slug slime.” 

“You should be thanking me for saving your scout.” 

Crystal let out a heavy sigh. “Would you two please…?” 

Hunter snorted at Verge. “Saved her for what? Execution?” 

The words started as a gurgle in the back of Dee’s throat and burst out like a geyser. “Shut up!” 

They fell silent. 

Squeezing her eyes shut, the last of the pain settled. Every part of her hurt, even her hair. Her skin felt like it had been stripped off and then reattached in a size too small. And yet, after what she’d been through, she was surprised it wasn’t worse. 

She started to sit up. 

Verge reached out to help her, but Hunter growled at him, and Verge sank back, hands balling into fists. 

She met Verge’s gaze. 

No more sunburn tingle. Did that mean their “tryst” was over? Although… he was still cute. 

Hunter’s head fell into his hands. A fresh torrent of frustration poured off him. 

She tore reluctantly away from Verge’s gaze. “What’s happening? Where are we?” 

“We’re waiting for the Sage’s Council,” Crystal replied. Splotches of blue paint stained her clothes, but her hair and face were clean. 

Dee scooted to the edge of the cot. Her clothes were crusted with dried blood. It looked like someone had washed their skin, healed their wounds, and then put them back in the same dirty clothes. 

“We’re in a holding room,” Verge told her. “Nice, huh? I spent a little bit of time here after you assaulted me and unfairly came away with my box.” 

“It wasn’t your box.” 

“I stole it,” he said. “It was mine.” 

“They were going to make a dream catcher out of you,” she said. “The box had nothing to do with it. Besides, I didn’t take it—” 

“You didn’t properly steal it,” he cut in, “you jumped on me.” 

She was about to say he was a sore loser, but Hunter grabbed her arm and yanked her around so they were eye to eye. 

“Don’t make me get inside your head,” he said through clenched teeth. 

“Aren’t you already?” she asked. “Did you turn it off? How?” 

“It’s called focus,” he said. 

“Great.” She pried at his fingers. “Want to ease up?” 

Gradually, he released her. 

“How long have I been out?” she asked. 

“Six hours,” he said. 

“How can you tell?” Verge asked. “It feels like we’ve been in here for years.” 

Hunter’s lip curled, though he never looked away from Dee. “I can tell.” 

“The Sage’s Council has been waiting for you to wake up.” Crystal uncurled slightly. “They want to hear what you have to say.” 

“What I have to say?” She looked from Crystal back to Hunter. 

“They’ve been withholding judgment until they hear your testimony,” Crystal said. 

“Testimony about what?” 

“About the insurrection you led,” Hunter said in a flat tone. 

She gazed at him blankly. 

“Insur-what?” 

“Insurrection, it means—” Crystal began. 

“I know what it means!” She raked her hands into her hair, realizing then that it was loose. All the pins were gone, along with the latents. “Where are my latents?” 

“The council took them,” Crystal said. 

“Your latents are the least of our problems,” Hunter said. 

She sat up straighter. He was right. “Where’s Nid?” 

They recoiled, even Hunter. 

Just then, a shiver-inducing tickle on her back. 

“Hope you don’t mind.” Nid inched over her hip and onto her thigh. “I was exploring your new depths.” 

Hunter slid to the other end of the cot. Verge and Crystal pressed into their respective corners. 

“My new depths?” she asked. 

“I required a hiding place until you were once again conscious. I did promise to see you home. Although I’d say you are more than capable of transporting yourself now. Your Mark is quite… unusual.” 

“What are you talking about? I don’t have…” Then she realized she wasn’t wearing her jacket anymore. She stood, twisting, and caught a glimpse of something black on her lower back, where her scars had been. 

A Spirit Mark. 





Chapter 25 


She ran her hand over the smooth skin on her back. 

Goose bumps raced over her. 

The scars were gone. 

The Mark felt like skin, but was more sensitive—much more. She pulled her hand away, her breath short and her head hazy. 

“How…?” 

Nid worked his way up her body, settling on her shoulder. 

“You interrupted the cycle”—Crystal sat forward, suddenly animated—“when you saved Verge.” 

She stared at Crystal. “You knew?” 

Crystal blushed. “Not exactly. My father. He knew your Mark had been removed. He said it was possible since the access point to your gift—the Mark—was gone, but the gift remained, that the beam might respond by reversing and—” 

“Restoring my Mark.” She dropped back onto the cot. Her words turned thick, her eyes stinging. “The Marks that were stolen from the others.” 

From her father. 

A vicious wave of grief rose up, choking her. Taking a deep breath, she swallowed it back, brushing away the tears that had broken through. 

“Okay, so… I have a Mark.” She fixed on Verge. “And you have a Mark. Why don’t we just shift out of here?” 

“Can’t,” he said grimly, waving his hand at the walls around them. “Weaver’s Thread cell.” 

“There are ways,” Nid said. “These threads are not so potent as the ones you bound me with earlier.” 

Verge’s face paled and he flattened against the wall. “Sorry about that.” 

Nid ignored him. “Do you still wish to return home, little scout? Or can I consider my end of our agreement fulfilled? If I linger here much longer… Not that I wish to conceal my involvement. It’s important they know I was here. That this was me.” That unnerving curl turned up the edges of his words again, making Dee want to brush him off her shoulder—quickly. 

“Of course I want to go home,” she said. “I have to go home.” 

“You’re going back to the Waste World?” Verge’s white brows lofted. 

“Of course I am,” she said. “That’s all I’ve been trying to do this entire time.” 

He made a face at her. 

“Well, I saved you, didn’t I?” she said. 

“And what about…?” He tipped his chin up toward Hunter. 

She gripped the hard edge of the cot. “What about him?” 

“Well… you’re blood-bonded, right?” His dark eyes gleamed. “So…” 

“So what?” 

He leaned his elbows on his knees. “They’re going to execute us, you know that?” 

Dee glanced at Crystal. The girl’s face was as white as the walls. Her silver eyes, half-hidden under her bangs, were red-rimmed. 

She didn’t look at Hunter, even as she spoke to him. “Is that true?” 

He’d shut her out. She couldn’t hear his thoughts or feel his emotions. She should’ve been happy to finally be alone with herself again, but she wasn’t, and that just made her hate him all the more. 

“I didn’t do this on purpose—” she started. 

Hunter spun on her, eyes boiling. “Yes, you did. You came here for him”—he thrust his arm in Verge’s direction. Verge flinched back—“and for that.” His gaze narrowed at Nid. “You came here to destroy His Eminence’s work.” 

“His work?” Grief compressed the anger, making it hotter and harder. “You mean killing people? Killing my father?” 

“Killing your father to save hundreds, thousands, of others,” Hunter spat, not backing down. “Have you ever been to the Boats? Do you know what they do to stealers?” 

Her gaze flicked to Crystal, who was staring hard at the floor. 

The memory of the dying stealer they’d met came back to Dee—his empty eyes, his gaunt face, the Void… But the image of him butted up against the one of her father, the man she’d never known because Eclipse had locked him up for the last seventeen years, only to kill him before Dee even had a chance… 

“I’m sorry,” Hunter said tightly, like he didn’t want to be saying it, “about your father, but—” 

“But what?” she cut in. “Too bad? You’re telling me that killing my father was the only way to put an end to what your people do to the stealers on the Boats?” 

Hunter growled, frustrated, threatening, but she wasn’t intimidated. 

“I don’t accept that,” she said. 

His jaw bunched, his cheekbones grew sharper. 

“You want to stop enslaving stealers on the Boats?” she said. “Then stop. You don’t need to kill my father or anyone else to do it.” 

“You don’t understand,” Crystal said. 

“You’re right,” she said. “I don’t understand this world, and I don’t want to. I don’t want anything to do with it.” 

“Is it time then?” Nid asked, sounding bored. 

“Go then,” Hunter snapped. “Run. That’s what a stealer does best.” 

“Actually, we steal best,” Verge said. 

Hunter’s glare turned deadly. Though Hunter still wore his mask, and Verge couldn’t have seen his eyes, the stealer shrank. 

She wanted to leave. She wanted to go home. She’d helped Verge, like Dusk had told her… 

Her chest hitched. “Dusk.” 

Crystal straightened up. “What happened to him?” 

She shook her head. “I don’t know.” Straining, she searched her memory. But it was too much a blur. She turned to Hunter. “You don’t remember?” 

He shook his head. “There were clouds and then… he was gone.” 

Clouds… and snow. But that couldn’t be right… could it? 

Tears slipped down Crystal’s cheeks. She swiped at them viciously. “We’re all going to be executed anyway—” 

“You’re not going to be executed,” Dee said. 

“I thought you were leaving,” Verge said, sprawling lazily on the cot, eyeing her. 

“I’m not going to leave you all to be executed,” she said. 

“What do you think you can do about it?” Hunter asked. “I knew you were going to get us all killed. Your seer friend is already dead—” 

Crystal hugged her knees tighter to her chest, letting her forehead fall to them. 

“Now the rest of us are about to join him.” Hunter’s shoulders drooped. “Maybe it’s better…” 

Furious tears. “Better than what?” 

He turned his face away. 

Crystal lifted her head. “Maybe if you speak to the Sage’s Council, explain to them, everything—” 

Verge was grim. “She killed Quell.” 

“She didn’t do it,” Crystal said. “I told them that. There was… a man… I think.” Her brow furrowed. “Or something. It’s all so hazy now.” 

Verge sat up straighter. “Let’s face it. We’re all going to have our necks broken. Quell’s dead. Somebody has to pay. And it’s going to be us.” 

Hunter surged to his feet and slammed his fist into the door. 

Crystal flinched. 

Dee stood up too. “Would you stop punching things?” 

He glowered at her. “Would you prefer I punch people?” 

“Go ahead, punch me,” she said. “I’m the one you want to hit anyway, right? I’m the one who ruined your perfect little subservient life. Not that I came here to ruin anything or hurt anyone. All I wanted was to find what was stolen from me”—she shot Verge a scathing look, which made him grin for some infuriating reason—“and go home.” 

“Then go!” 

“And what? Leave the rest of you here to die for something I did, even if I didn’t mean to do it?” 

Hunter spun, head and fists pressing against the wall. Every muscle under his painted-on suit flexed. 

Guilt-sauce. They all looked so helpless, so hopeless. Dollface and Verge. For some reason—blood-bond?—Hunter’s despair was the worst of all. 

“Would it make a difference if I went to these sage guys and told them that it was me?” she asked. “All me. My idea, my plan, my mistakes?” 

“Not for me,” Verge muttered. “They’ll probably kill me regardless.” 

Hunter spoke to the wall. “I don’t have anything I want to live for.” 

His words hurt—a lot. 

“Well, if the rest of you are going to die, then”—she plunked back down onto the cot—“I guess I am too.” 

“Unfortunately, I cannot allow that to happen,” Nid said. She’d almost forgotten he was there. “I have a promise to keep, if you recall?” 

“Well, can’t I release you from it?” she asked. 

“Oh, I suppose, you could… But why don’t you ask me to help you? Why don’t you ask me to help all of your friends here?” 

“Help us?” she asked. “How?” 

“I promised I would get you home safely, did I not?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And you’re determined that you will stay here and be put to death, along with your friends, unless you can be assured that they will not be harmed by this… council.” 

“Yeah?” 

That curled-edged smile was in his voice again. “Then it’s settled.” 

Hunter swiveled around, hands raised in a halting gesture. “Wait—” 

But Nid was gone. 

Hunter’s hands raked into his hair. “What have you done?” 





Chapter 26 


Hunter’s glare turned her blood to ice water. Crystal huddled in the corner, tighter than ever. Verge was perched on the cot, gaze darting between Dee and Hunter. 

She stood with her back to the wall, thumping her fist against her thigh, waiting for Nid to return, waiting for someone to come take her to the Sage’s Council, waiting for… something. 

But nothing happened, other than her bond attempting to reach out to Hunter, to reconnect, which it did whether she wanted it to or not. But it kept running up against a cold, black wall. 

She wondered how he’d managed to shut her out, even while she could feel him in her head, picking through her thoughts and emotions at will. 

Her ears started to ring. 

For a moment, she thought she was starting to hear Hunter’s thoughts again. 

The most twisted part? She was relieved. 

But it wasn’t her ears ringing, or the incursion of Hunter’s thoughts. 

It was a bell. A far-off tolling. 

She tilted her head. “Do you hear—” 

A flash of Hunter’s rage speared through her, cutting off her words. 

“Hey!” she cried. 

Verge stood. “I hear it.” 

Hunter was flooding her with black poison—the worst kind of cold rage, freezing her from the inside out. 

“The bells,” he said in a voice that made every part of her lock up. “They’re ringing.” 

Crystal scooted to the edge of the cot. “The bells? But that can’t be—” 

“Someone’s coming,” Verge said. 

Hunter stepped away from the door. 

The lock thunked. The door opened. When it did, the bells were much clearer—a deep chorus of steady, drawn-out clangs. The entire Crescent must’ve been able to hear them. 

Hunter backed up as another KETS filled up the doorway. “Tagger?” 

Tagger, the stouter member of the duo who’d held back the squad in the elevator when Dee had confronted Eclipse, stood charily in the door. 

“What’s happened?” Hunter asked. 

“The Sage’s Council,” Tagger said. “They’re gone.” 

“Gone?” Crystal stood up. “What do you mean ‘gone’?” 

Tagger shook his head, seeming to look at Hunter. “What do we do?” 

“The other ministers—” 

“They’re running,” Tagger said. “Everybody’s running. Chase is trying to keep the squad together, but… the bells are ringing.” 

“If you don’t mind.” Verge slipped through the narrow gap between Hunter and Crystal, brushing by Tagger, who moved aside without a word, allowing Verge into the hall. “I’m not hanging around.” He turned, facing them, still backing up. “Crystal, you can come with me if you want.” 

She looked from him to Hunter and then to Dee. “I have to find my father.” 

Verge nodded, then met Dee’s gaze again. He winked at her. “Maybe I’ll see you in the next world, Star. When Time starts again.” 

Then he bolted. 

The air around Hunter seemed to tremble. “Get the squad together. Meet me at Nine Yard, got it?” 

Tagger nodded, vaguely, dazed. 

“Go. Now.” 

Tagger winced, gave a more definite nod, and took off down the hall. Then the corridor was empty, the air trembling with the bells’ rising and falling peals. 

Crystal edged out the door. “I need to find my father,” she repeated. 

Hunter turned, slowly, to Dee. He was stone-faced. Nothing was coming through, not even a whisper… and then… 

Pain. 

She cried out, crumpling. 

Agony sliced through her. Her veins… They were being eaten, split apart, infested with barbed worms—burrowing, twisting, gnawing. 

“Dee?” Crystal’s voice was far away, like it was coming from another room, behind closed doors. “Dee?” 

Her heart couldn’t find its rhythm. Her throat closed. She couldn’t breathe, not even to scream. 

“Hunter?” Crystal asked. “What are you doing? Stop!” 

Is that what this was? 

Him? Inside her? Using their bond? 

To kill her? 

Shadows crawled across her vision. And then a glowing green speck appeared. 

The glow grew and grew, chasing away the darkness. Not just chasing it, consuming it, destroying it. 

Green light coursed through her. But it didn’t stop the pain. It replaced Hunter’s—pain defeating pain. But the new one was worse. 

It was emptiness. 

It was… unraveling. 

Her body, her mind, herself, they were nothing but ropes and knots, waiting to be undone. She could undo them. She could rip right through them. Not only hers, but all of theirs and everything. All of the bonds holding the entire world together—so fragile, so easily destroyed. 

Hunter was using their bond to hurt, to kill. The bond in her blood. 

Either she could bleed or he could. 

Making him bleed was so simple. 

The binding of his skin was loose and flimsy. 

All she had to do was think it and his skin would dissolve… unravel. 

Hunter’s attack ceased. 

But the pain of it remained. Every vein, bruised. Her very heart… 

And then she felt him, writhing, screaming, because of her. She was attacking him, grasping at the fabric of his being, at the threads. 

From some dark, dark well within her, hollow whisper told her to finish it, to undo him. 

Unravel him. 

She shut out the voice, turned away from the green light flooding her vision. 

Gasping, she came back to herself. 

Once again, she was flat on the floor. Arms shaking, she pushed up, panting. 

Hunter was on the floor too, his chest heaving, sweat rolling down his face. 

His eyes were cold and hard and… terrified. 

“You’re a monster,” he breathed. 

He shoved up to his feet, pushed past Crystal, and ran. 





Chapter 27 


There was something very twisted about this blood-bond thing. 

Even though Hunter had tried to murder her, she wanted to find him and apologize. 

But what did she have to apologize for? 

Defending herself? Not that she was entirely sure what she had done… In truth, she was trying hard not to think about it. 

It was time to go home. 

That tingle-tug of her “gift” led her through the empty corridor of the Apex—to her latents. 

Trailing behind her, Crystal was a tiny pale ghost spattered with blue paint and blood. 

As Dee strode through broad, circular moonlike doors, down and down winding stairways, Dusk’s voice haunted her. 

We’re all connected. 

They were all knotted threads. Somehow, she’d been able to see those threads, like she had when she’d mended the ones between Dusk and Crystal. Except these new ones were different, more complex, yet more fundamental, just… more. And she hadn’t been mending them. 

A nauseous tremor passed through her. A cold sweat on her palms. She hadn’t come here to kill anyone. She hadn’t meant to. And it wasn’t her fault, what had happened with Hunter. He’d attacked her. 

Tears built in her throat, around her eyes, but she tensed against them, stubbornly refusing to feel any remorse. 

She was done with this world. So very done. 

Then she was at a wide-open doorway. Beyond, a dimly lit rotunda. 

Radiant orbs were lodged in the otherwise black dome above, like stars. More pale light rose up from the seams, shadows running from the great heights, down the smooth gray walls like water stains. In the midst was a black, crescent-shaped table. Behind it, nine empty chairs. On its glossy surface, her latents: the broken glasses, the pick, the sewing needle, the lighter, Felix, and the pencil. 

She hurried forward to collect them. 

“It’s true,” Crystal said. 

She turned. “What?” 

Crystal leaned against the doorjamb. “The bells.” 

“What about them?” 

Silver eyes fogged by exhaustion. “The bells ring at the end.” 

“The end of what?” 

“Time.” 

“You mean, like… the end of the world?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Crystal said, “and no.” 

Her fingers twitched to gather her latents. Her head was one clanging bruise. Hunter was gone. Dusk was gone. Her father was gone. 

Everything hurt. She was nothing but ache. 

She didn’t belong here. She’d never belonged here. This entire mess was proof of that. 

“But you’ll…” Dee swallowed. “You’ll be okay, right?” 

Crystal gazed at her for a long moment. 

Dee didn’t know how she could feel worse than she did already, and yet… 

“I have to go home.” She began picking up the latents, tucking them into her pockets hurriedly, like someone might stop her. But there was no one to stop her. Except Crystal. 

Guilt swelled in her chest, pressing heavily upon her heart. 

“I have to. I—” 

“Run away, stealer.” Crystal pushed away from the doorjamb. “That’s what you’re best at.” 

“Dollface—” Dee turned, but the girl was already gone. 

Nid’s voice sounded from all around her. “Finally.” 

A green circle appeared beneath her. 

And she fell and fell and fell. 


[image: scene break]


“Oh, my goodness! Where on earth did you come from?” Mrs. Jensen clunked her walker around and peered at Dee behind cat-eyed, jewel-studded glasses. “Why you just—I just—What are you doing there?” 

Dee grimaced and pushed up onto her elbows, squinting against the shafts of light slipping through the gaps in the lilacs. “Sorry, Mrs. Jensen.” 

“Well, you did startle me.” Mrs. Jensen adjusted her glasses. “My gracious! What’s happened to you?” 

Dee sat up. “I fell.” 

“Do you need help? I should call your grandfather—” 

“No, it’s all right.” Dee stood. Her body felt heavier than before, and she struggled to stay upright. 

“Are you sure?” 

“I’m fine,” Dee said, tottering. 

Mrs. Jensen gasped. “What is that on your back?” 

For a second, she thought Mrs. Jensen was referring to her scars. She touched her back. The hollow pain inside redoubled, sucking at her, threatening to pull her down into the black well where all things came undone. 

“It’s paint.” She quickly staggered away, toward home. 

Sunlight shone glaringly over the neighborhood. A terrible acrid stench ate at Dee’s nose and tongue, like she’d been licking burnt tires. The air reeked of melted plastic and too-sweet chemical fertilizers. Everything was smudgy as if it were all faintly glowing and slightly melted. She squinted to keep the world the way she remembered it, without the wavering auras and the house-of-mirrors effects. 

Finally, she made it home. 

Fumbling, she picked up the fake rock by the steps, removing the hidden key. 

She grabbed at the doorknob, but then everything hit her all at once. 

Slumping onto the front step, she sobbed. 

The pain and grief, and the relief. She wasn’t certain she’d ever be able to stop crying. 

“Dee?” Danny’s voice was so soft she probably wouldn’t have heard him without her stealer-hearing. 

She lifted her head, wiping her eyes. 

Danny pulled back, like he wished he could go back in time and avoid her. 

“Hey, Danny,” she said. 

“Hey.” He rocked his bike back and forth between his legs. “Um… are you okay?” 

“No.” 

“I was thinking,” he said, after an awkward moment, “that maybe I could get my pencil back?” 

She reached into one of her many pockets and pulled out the pencil. 

It sat on her palm, dark as an empty well, heavy as a broken heart. 

“Of course you can have it back.” She held it out to him. “It was always yours.” 

Flipping down his kickstand, he left his bike and approached her tentatively. He plucked the pencil from her hand and scurried back. Once it was in his possession, he relaxed and smiled a little. 

“Thanks for picking it up.” He cleared his throat. “And for… you know, sticking up for me.” 

She attempted a smile, but couldn’t tell if she was successful or not. “No problem. And you know, I wouldn’t throw that pencil away, even if you can’t get it to work again.” 

He cocked his head. “Did you get new contacts?” 

“I don’t wear glasses.” 

His brow pinched. “You must be wearing contacts.” 

“Why?” 

He frowned. “Are you making fun of me?” 

She shook her head. “I wouldn’t…” She hesitated. “Is there… something different?” 

He looked her over. “What have you been doing?” His nose crinkled in a way that reminded her of Crystal and nearly made her break down in tears again. “What are you wearing? Is that blood?” 

“Paint.” Her stomach knotted at the thought of all of Quell’s dried blood on her clothes. “I’ve been painting.” 

“Oh.” He mounted his bike again and turned it back toward the road. “You look… different. Not just your eyes.” 

“My eyes are different?” she asked weakly. But seeing his annoyed frown again, she added, “I mean, of course they’re different. I was just… waiting to see if anybody would notice.” 

“Hard not to notice,” he said. “I’ve never seen eyes that green before.” He smirked. “Radioactive.” 

Her head felt as though it were emptying out. “My eyes are green?” 

He gazed at her over his shoulder, thoughtful. “Did you get in a fight?” 

Tears threatening to spill out again, she ducked her head. “Yeah.” 

“Are you okay?” 

She shrugged. 

“You want me to find someone for you?” he asked. “Your mom? Your grandpa?” 

She shook her head. 

“It wasn’t Sly, was it?” 

She shook her head again. 

“Did you win?” 

She stared blankly at the crack in the concrete between her feet—a black fissure in white stone. “I guess.” 

“Oh,” he said. “Good. You just… You don’t look like you won.” 





Chapter 28 


“Last day of school.” Laura grinned as they walked out of the building into the warmth of the afternoon. “I thought it would never end.” 

Dee gave Laura a tight smile. 

“Aw, come on,” Laura said. “If the last day of school doesn’t make you happy, what will?” 

“I am happy,” Dee said. 

“Oh, and I believe you.” Laura rolled her eyes. “When are you going snap out of this?” 

Dee stepped back from the rowdy flow of traffic spilling around them. A gaggle of freshmen hooted, running full speed out of the front doors and into the parking lot, testing the driving skills of the upperclassmen. The buses hadn’t arrived yet. Taking shelter in the shade of a nearby tree, Dee did her best to blend into the shadows—which, thanks to her stealer abilities, she was pretty good at. Laura let her backpack fall to the grass. Attached to the zipper was a rubbery, giggling Felix. 

“Honestly, Dee, it’s not healthy, this… whatever this is.” She moved closer, lowering her voice. “What is this?” 

“It’s nothing.” 

“It’s been nothing for months. You act like somebody died… Did somebody die?” Laura’s eyes widened with concern. They were darker than Hunter’s, but every time Dee looked at a pair of brown eyes for too long, she choked up. 

When would the ache go away? 

“No one died,” she said. Except Quell, and nine sages, and eight stealers… including her father. 

Sunlight glinted off the cars, a line of fiberglass in every color snaking up the hill to the stop light—and summer beyond. Dee hated to admit it, but she was going to miss school. At least in school she had something to distract her. Lately, she’d been a perfect student. All A’s. She accepted every bit of extra credit offered and spent hours on her assignments. Anything to keep her mind off Hunter and Dusk and her father—all of it. 

She hadn’t been able to tell her mom what had happened, not really. And though she’d thought she wanted to talk to her mother, about a million things, when the time had come, she hadn’t been able to. But she couldn’t hide her new eye color or the Mark. Her mom had figured it out. She knew enough about the Crescent to guess. And her mom had admitted that removing Dee’s Mark had been to protect her from becoming lost in the pathways, or worse, captured by a hunter and forced to work, the way River had been. It had all spilled out, punctuated with tearful apologies. But Dee hadn’t been angry. Forgiving her mom had been easy. All she had to do was think about all her own guilt. 

As much as she’d wanted to, she couldn’t tell her mom about what had happened. Not specifically. Not even about her father. She tried… but every time she choked. The words wouldn’t come. 

Dee’s grandma, on the other hand, wanted to talk. She wanted to call the authorities. Which authorities exactly, she never said, but she was persistent. She wanted to take Dee to the hospital, but Dee refused. She wanted to know what had happened to Dee’s eyes. But Dee wouldn’t say. She’d screamed her head off when she saw the Mark. Sometimes, Dee thought it would be nice to scream her head off—cathartic—but she couldn’t bring herself to try. 

At home, she mostly sat with her grandpa on the back patio. He never asked questions or screamed. She could sit next to him and cry. He never asked why. She was grateful for that. 

Besides school, there was only one thing that kept her distracted, and strangely enough, it came from the Crescent. 

A rumble of a motor grew louder, drowning out the shouts of glee and squeals of bus brakes. 

Laura squinted at the road. “What the…?” 

The students milling around the front of the school, waiting for their buses, turned. 

A leather-clad figure on a black motorcycle raced at teeth-biting speed down the hill, past the line of exiting cars. He whipped around the parking lot and pulled up in front. Dee felt a wonderful surge of pure irritation. 

“Who is that?” Laura asked, but Dee was already stalking over. 

Verge took off his helmet. 

“I told you not to come here,” she said. 

He grinned. “Yeah, you did.” 

“You can’t park here. More buses are coming.” Every single person behind her seemed to be watching. The weight of their stares only made her annoyance grow hotter. 

The bike gleamed, the chrome polished to a mirror-finish, the paint as black as his eyes and almost as wicked. 

“Did you steal this?” she asked. 

His mouth fell open in mock offense. “What do you think I am?” 

Of course he’d stolen it. She knew that, she just wanted to argue with him. Verge was good for that and for spending long hours tangled up with. Other than that, well… There was no other than that. 

“I told you not to steal vehicles,” she said. 

“You said not to steal cars,” he corrected. “From what I can tell, this is not a car. Even though”—he hooked his arm around her waist and pulled her against him—“we had so much fun in the last car.” 

He kissed her. With effort, she pulled back. 

“I’m not done yelling at you,” she said. 

“Save some for later.” He kissed her again. 

“Look, Freaky Dee found another freak to make freak babies with!” Sly cracked into his snickering laugh. 

She half-turned. Sam and Tony stood by, smirking. A few of the other kids in the crowd were snickering, but fewer than would have been months before. Sly was one of the last to continue making fun of her—to her face anyway. 

“Stuff a stick of butter in it, short-stack.” Laura smacked Sly upside the head. Everyone within earshot laughed. Everyone except Sly, who scowled. He opened his mouth to say something, but seeing that Sam and Tony were laughing too, he turned and shoved Tony instead. The two grappled, distracting everyone else as they wrestled into the grass. 

Laura sidled up to Dee and Verge. “Are you going to introduce me?” 

Dee looked from Laura to Verge and back again. How could she explain Verge to Laura? She didn’t even really understand why she let him come around. It was all too complicated. 

“Maybe later,” she said. 

Verge handed her the helmet. She pushed her hair back. Since she’d gotten back from the Crescent, the curls seemed much more manageable, or maybe she just didn’t care. A freak with coiffed curls was no less a freak. And she most definitely was. It didn’t bother her anymore. What people in this world thought of her was the furthest thing from her mind. They didn’t know anything about her. They couldn’t even begin to imagine. Sly and Sam and Tony, they were like shadow puppets. Playacting their slapstick dramas in their flimsy, cardboard-box world. But she wasn’t fooled. Not even when she wished she could be. And she did wish it, often. No matter how hard she tried to deny it, this world… It wasn’t quite as real as it had been. 

But it was home. She just needed more time. She’d find her way back again, fully. She had to. 

Pulling on the helmet, she climbed onto the back of the bike. Verge grabbed her thigh and nudged her closer. 

“Do you even know how to drive a motorcycle?” she asked. 

“I’m learning,” he said. 

The engine growled to life. 

She held on tight as they sped past the traffic and out of the parking lot. 


[image: scene break]


Verge pulled away. She frowned at him. 

They’d ditched the bike and walked to a park at the edge of town, near the shore of the old quarry pond—not too far from her neighborhood. They lay in the warm summer grass together, and Dee had forgotten all about her guilt and her ache and everything. Verge was good for that—usually. But at the moment, he had one of those rare serious expressions on his face. Dee tried to kiss him again, but he leaned away. 

She sat up. 

“Star—” 

She grabbed her backpack and purse. “Whatever you’re going to say, I don’t want to hear it.” 

He rolled onto his back, his hands behind his head. “You don’t know what I’m going to say.” 

“I don’t want to talk. If that’s what you want to do, then you’ll have to do it by yourself.” She started back up the trail. 

“When are you going to shift?” he called after her. 

In spite of herself, she slowed and turned. 

He pushed up and trekked up the hill toward her. 

She waited, twisting the strap of her purse. 

Two weeks after she’d returned from the Crescent, he’d found her. 

From the beginning, she’d made it clear she didn’t want to talk about the Crescent. For the most part, he hadn’t pushed her on the issue. 

She spent countless hours trying not see the world as a stealer, not staring too hard at the shining, glowing, shimmering of latents, pretending she couldn’t see as far or as clearly as she could. 

Shifting, on the other hand, was harder to ignore. She sensed them, even when she couldn’t see them—the passages. 

Whenever she came too near one, her Mark reacted. A thousand tiny hooks buried in her skin yanked taut at once. But it wasn’t painful. Just the opposite. Nothing had ever felt so exhilarating, a breathless rush, even better than finding a new latent. 

The first few times she’d run. But after bolting out of class and all the way back home, she’d realized she needed to take a more practical approach. Walking away served as well as running and didn’t earn her a detention. The passages weren’t truly what she was running from, although the thought that she might become lost in them was terrifying. She could tell… they were vast, endless. 

No. What scared her the most was the power underlying the euphoric thrill of brushing up against a new passage… the “gift.” 

The one that had made Hunter call her a monster. 

Being a freak, she could handle. 

But a monster…? 

No matter how hard she tried to forget it, the word stuck in her head. 

Verge slung his stolen leather jacket over his shoulder. “Well?” he asked. 

She strained to keep her tone cool. “I’m not going to shift.” 

He barked a laugh. “Sure.” 

“I mean it,” she said more strongly. 

“You’re a stealer—” 

“No, I’m not.” 

“You have the Spirit Mark. You have to use it.” 

“No, I don’t .” 

“Not using the Mark is like not using your lungs,” he said. 

“I can live without the Mark. I did for seventeen years.” 

“You can’t pretend nothing’s changed.” 

“I’m not,” she snapped, shying away from him. “You’re here, aren’t you?” 

“You know why I’m here?” he asked. 

She gazed past him, toward the calm, sparkling, gray water. “Because I’m a good kisser?” 

He smiled. “Because you followed me and you saved me and recovered my Essence Stone,” he said, “and you gave me back this.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out the little leather bundle that she’d taken from him and returned, which was why she’d initially thought he’d come to find her again. 

He unrolled it. Inside, a braid of white hair. 

His smile softened, wistful. “My mother’s.” He tucked the braid away again. “And now that I have my Essence Stone and no handler, I can go wherever I want,” he said. “And I want to come here, to be with you. But we don’t have to stay here, Star. There are so many worlds—” 

“This is my home.” 

“You can come back. I’ll bring you back,” he said. “Aren’t you curious? Don’t you want to know what they’re like?” 

“I’ve seen one too many worlds, thanks.” 

“You’re afraid,” he said, daring her. 

Her teeth ground. Most of the time, arguing with him was good, almost as good as the kissing, but she wasn’t enjoying this argument. 

“You’re right. I am afraid,” she said. Heart tremoring. Pain prickling behind her eyes. “I’m not at all curious to find out how many other worlds I can destroy.” 

She spun and stalked up toward the main path. 

“They need you!” he called. 

She stopped, but didn’t turn around. 

Breath hitching. 

She squeezed her eyes shut. She wouldn’t feel guilty. She wouldn’t feel remorse. She wouldn’t … 

“Why don’t you ask me?” he said over her shoulder. 

Her throat clenched. “Because I don’t want to know.” 

“Slug slime.” 

“I don’t.” 

“You don’t care at all? About Crystal?” 

She pressed her lips together—hard. 

“How about your hunter?” 

A couple of traitorous tears scalded her cheeks. Her veins ached… bruised. Still. 

“You don’t want to know how he is or… if he might have a message for you?” 

She faced him again. “He tried to kill me.” 

“And you tried to kill him.” Verge thumbed the tears from her cheeks. “But that was Before.” 

A part of her wanted so badly to ask, to find out what had happened after she’d left, to be assured that Crystal was okay. And Hunter… 

She couldn’t admit how much she ached for him. How empty she felt whenever she thought about him. How cold her heart seemed inside her. 

Because it was only the stupid bond—nothing more. A sick, alien magic that had tied her to a ruthless murderer. What he’d done to her, what he’d called her, leaving that word echoing through her… 

She wouldn’t  forgive him and never could—bond or no bond. 

And yet… 

“Does he? Have a message?” 

Like how he wants to beg forgiveness for attempting to use our bond to kill me and calling me a monster? 

Not that begging would get him anywhere. 

Verge’s eyes darkened. “No.” 

She shoved him away. “You—” 

He stumbled back a few steps. “Crystal does though, but I didn’t think that would be enough to get you to listen.” 

“Why didn’t you just tell me?” she asked. “It’s not like I can un-hear something, even if I don’t want to hear it.” 

“Because…” He looked away. 

“Because?” 

“Because he said not to tell you unless you asked. He said you wouldn’t be ready to listen until you asked… Meathead.” 

Hunter was with Crystal? And Verge had been with them? They’d all been together, talking about her? 

“They’re not my plexus,” he grumbled. “And I’m not a messenger, you know?” 

So what if Crystal had something to tell her? What did it matter? Dee wasn’t going back the Crescent. She wasn’t going to see them again, ever. It was better not knowing. Whatever they wanted or had to say, it had nothing to do with her anymore. 

No matter how anxious her heart. 

“Just ask,” Verge said. 

“No,” she said. “I don’t care.” 

“Don’t lie, Star.” 

What if she did ask? Hearing the message wouldn’t change her mind about returning. And if it stopped Verge from giving her that look—like he was daring her… 

“All right, what’s the message?” 

“Shift,” he said. 

“Say huh?” 

“Shift,” he said. “Crystal wants you to start shifting.” 

“Why?” 

“Because she thinks it might… help.” 

Her eyes narrowed. “Help what?” 

“Help you. You’re stuck. I told them you’ve been—” 

Heat flared up her spine. “What did you tell them about me?” 

“Only that you haven’t been shifting. They’re concerned.” 

“Concerned about me?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well, they shouldn’t be,” she said. “You can give them a message from me: I am never coming back. Forget about me.” 





Epilogue 

A Dark World 


Verge arrived right where he’d left from two weeks before—a forested slope on the northern ridge. 

The passage was still open. 

Strange. 

Normally, after a couple of days, it would’ve been sewn up by the Weavers. 

Over the treetops, the sun was melting upon the horizon, staining the clouds pink and orange. Down below, through the gaps in the trees, a haze of smoke collected over the city. This was a time of mourning. Starburners were packed away, covered. Only candles and fires burned. In another month, when the Dark Time was over, the orbs would be uncovered and set free and then things would really change. 

Wading through the ferns, he whacked them aside, making sure the meatheads heard him. Not that they couldn’t smell him. Hopefully, he was all they scented. He’d stopped off on another world, scrubbed clean and changed his clothes—stripping away all traces of Star as best he could without an extracted. 

The dense foliage broke at a small clearing. Perched on the mountainside, what had been little more than a shack of fronds when he’d left had been expanded and fortified. Now more of a cabin. The walls were partly stone and partly lumber, roof still thatched with palms. From the stone chimney, grayish smoke trickled. 

Outside, the two hunters were making rope out of grasses. They stood when Verge emerged. 

The taller one, Chase, banged on the wooden door. Then he sat down on the ground again and resumed twisting. Tagger remained on his feet. 

The door opened. 

The round head of Crystal’s father, Moss, poked out. He squinted through the shadows at Verge. “Oh, it’s you.” He waved Verge inside. 

Inside, the wet aroma of fresh-cut wood, the salty funk of the fish broth boiling in a pot over the fire. 

On a stool in the shadowed corner, right where Verge had left him, Hunter, dominating the space with his grim presence. 

He, like all the KETS, continued to wear his uniform, though for the moment, there was no such thing as KETS. But maybe that was a good enough reason to keep wearing the protective suit and deceptive eye mask. 

Things were going to be even rougher once the Dark Time was done—of that, everyone was certain. 

Even though Verge couldn’t see Hunter’s eyes, his gaze seized Verge like a cold hand to the throat. 

Moss retreated to the workbench along the back wall, where a nonsensical array of odds and ends were scattered. 

Crystal rose from a cot next to the door, where she’d been reading. She’d grown taller in the last three months and was too thin. “Where have you been?” 

He shrugged. “You know.” 

“Did you bring anything?” she asked. 

Opening his bag, he handed Crystal the latents he’d stolen. A magnifying glass. An earring. A fishing hook. 

She examined each one, setting them on her father’s workbench. She glanced back at Hunter, then over at Verge, her words tiptoeing. “Did you see… her?” 

He gave Hunter a wary glance. 

The wolf didn’t stir. 

Still, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t, in a heartbeat. He was unpredictable, his moods swung from dark to darker. If he got wind of what Verge had been doing with Star… Well, that was part of her appeal. 

Not that Star didn’t have appeal of her own, but he got an extra rush, knowing he was touching something, someone, he wasn’t supposed to be touching—just like stealing. 

That being said, something wasn’t right about the way Hunter acted, like he didn’t really want Star to come back, like he didn’t care what she was doing or who she was doing it with. 

Verge knew enough about the old ways, about the blood-bond, to know something was seriously off. 

Even if Dee had killed Quell and set an Unraveler on the Sage’s Council, ending Time, and then bailed… All right, so maybe he could understand why Hunter might be leery. 

“Yeah, I saw her.” 

“Has she shifted yet?” Crystal asked. 

“Not yet,” he said. 

“Verge—” 

“I know,” he said. “She will. Give her time.” 

“We need her to master shifting, now. If we’re to have any hope of—” 

“She’s not coming back.” 

The silence in the room was choking. 

“She said that?” Crystal asked. 

He nodded. He kept his eye on Hunter. Moss went on tinkering. After working for Eclipse all of those years, it seemed he had perfected the art of being unnoticed. 

She smoothed her dress. “She doesn’t mean it. Once Dusk returns—” 

“You don’t know Dusk is alive,” Hunter growled, making Verge wince and slide closer to the door. 

Crystal’s eyes glinted, furious. “I do so.” Apparently, she had no fear of the beast. 

Verge, on the other hand, reached for the door handle. 

Crystal claimed that she, Hunter, Star, and that skewed seer, Dusk, were part of a plexus. 

If he hadn’t known Crystal so well, he would’ve thought she was warped too, but he did know her. And she wasn’t one to lie or to believe in anything without plenty of evidence. 

Besides, he knew Star and Hunter were bonded, which was key to the formation of a real plexus. And he couldn’t see any other reason why Hunter would’ve stuck around to guard Crystal or let her talk to him the way she did—a way that would’ve gotten her a fat lip and black eye from Master Bog. But Hunter only growled and barked back at her. The possibility they might be a plexus was primarily what kept Verge coming back. That, and Crystal. 

He didn’t have many friends—none, actually—besides her. 

“Then where is he?” Hunter asked. 

“I don’t know—” 

“Because he’s gone.” 

“Stop saying that!” Crystal stamped her foot. “He is not. I would know. Just like you would know if Dee were—” 

Hunter leapt off his stool, knocking it aside. “I told you not to—” 

“Dee,” Crystal spat. “Her name is Dee. Or Dark Star. You call her whatever you want, but she’s your—” 

Hunter barreled toward the door. 

Verge backpedaled out of his way, bumping into the wall. 

“—scout!” she shouted after him as he ripped open the door and charged into the night. 

Letting out a guttural groan of frustration, she threw her hands in the air. 

Moss turned toward them, his voice gentle. “He’ll come around.” 

“I don’t know.” She crossed her arms, glaring out the door after Hunter. 

“He must.” Moss turned back to his workbench. “They’re bonded. They will find their way to each other again.” 

“And kill each other,” she muttered, sagging. 

“Are you really all right here, Crystal?” Verge asked. “I can take you someplace else. Another world. There are some real nice ones out there. You wouldn’t have to worry, you wouldn’t have to deal with”—he gestured toward the open door—“that.” 

“He’s my hunter too. I can’t leave him.” 

“You’re sure? Once the bells toll again… things are going to be… Honestly, you’ll be safer on another world.” 

“Thank you, really,” she said. “But all I need you to do is convince Dee to shift.” 

She settled onto a stool next to her father. 

“She’ll shift,” he said, “but getting her to come back here…” He shook his head. 

She fixed him with a hard look. “You’re not helping.” 

“I’m doing what I can—” 

“Kissing her? And… who knows what else. I don’t want to know.” She held up a deterring hand. 

His stomach knotted. “Wha…? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He eyed the door, making sure Hunter was really gone. 

Wolves had ways of sneaking up, even on stealers. 

“Chase told me,” she said. “He said he could smell her on you.” 

His heart bolted for the door, though he was frozen in place. “Chase could smell it?” 

She nodded, grim-faced. 

“So that means…?” 

His gaze flicked again to the door. 

“Hunter knows,” she confirmed. 

“So… why hasn’t he murdered me?” 

She knotted her hands in her skirt, staring hard at the dingy, dark corner where Hunter usually lurked. 

His every instinct told him to find the nearest passage, shift, and never look back. A passage was not far from the corner where Crystal’s troubled gaze lingered. It didn’t smell like it led to a particularly hospitable world—hot tar and piles of steaming feces—but any world without Hunter thirsting for his blood was a better world. 

He really should’ve been more careful, found a couple of latents that would cover a scent or erase it completely. 

“Crystal?” 

“Just… help her learn, okay?” she said finally. “Please. We need her.” 

“Hunter doesn’t act like he needs her,” he said. “I should be flattened into paveglass. And Star? She cries anytime I even think about mentioning him. They tried to kill each other.” 

She chewed her lip. Her eyes were full of tangles, like she was caught in a Weaver’s Trap. 

Night was falling, sliding through the open door and darkening the room, pushing back against the weak glow of the fire. 

Time had ended. A new era was about to begin. A plexus had started to form, the first one since… forever. 

Except its seer was missing and its hunter and scout were on different worlds. 

Verge was considering making a permanent move to another world himself when Moss’s voice broke softly into the heavy silence. 

“He needs her,” Moss said. “If she doesn’t come on her own, he’ll find her. Remember the old stories?” He brushed his finger along the fringe of Crystal’s bangs, away from her worried eyes. “A hunter always finds his scout.” 



Read
Hunter: Book #2
Now.

But first…

Did you enjoy Stealer?
Please leave a review

Never miss a new book!
Plus special deals, giveaways,
and other cool stuff
from A.M. Yates
Join the Reader's List

Read on for a preview of…
Hunter



HUNTER
Stealer #2

A.M. Yates

Copyright 2016 © A.M. Yates

Cover by Clarissa Yeo/yocladesigns.com 

Editor Julie MacKenzie/freerangeeditorial.com 





Prologue: The End of Time

“Hello, lover.”

He knew she was on his trail, but hearing her voice made his shoulders stiffen, like slug mucus hardening into rock-solid paveglass.

Gently, he laid the satchel down. At his back, a pitted wall, fifteen feet high. Two others loomed on either side, forming a narrow alley. To his right, a broad door, securely locked.

No escape.

A stupid place to be, it seemed.

And from the cocky grin tilting Wave’s lips, she thought so too.

Behind her, his old squad. They looked healthy and fit. Their Unpenetrate uniforms clean and well cared for.

Wave tossed a shaggy hank of blond hair off her forehead. Though her eyes were obscured by her mask, he knew the weight of her gaze—where it was, how it felt, how it moved. He’d spent his entire life learning it. She’d always been there, either nipping at his heels or trying to lick them. But of the things he missed about his old life—nearly everything—he didn’t miss her. Not even a little.

“Nothing to say?” she asked, pretending to pout.

The others shifted, restless.

Their anxiety scented like warm urine and cold sweat. All except Wave. As always, she was confident—a hot, metallic aroma, smelted gold.

“You knew I would find you, sooner or later,” she said.

He felt her attention slide away, like having a fallen tree limb lifted from his chest. Most likely, she was searching the alley’s dark corners, as if Chase or Tagger might be hiding there. But he was alone. 

The weight of her gaze returned.

“Haven’t gotten the scent of your stealer yet,” she said, her tone slipping from breezy casual to hard biting. “Did she run off? I guess you can’t count on a stealer, not even when you’re bonded.”

Tension wound about his chest, like Weaver’s Threads around his heart.

“Oh… touchy.” She bared a malicious smile. “Don’t want to talk about your little stealer?”

No. He didn’t.

He didn’t want to talk about her.

He didn’t want to think about her.

He wanted to erase her from his mind, from history, from every world ever woven.

He wanted to lie down without thirsting for her, sleep without seeing her, wake without aching for her.

She’d been gone for over a year, but the torment only intensified. The blood-bond exerted its power over him relentlessly.

A mocking smile played over Wave’s mouth. The others were glum. But not Wave. She liked to toy with pain, make it last.

His thumb tapped the tips of his fingers, counting the seconds.

His Unpenetrate suit was heavier than it should have been, dirty. It hadn’t been vac-dusted since Time had stopped. Normally, Unpenetrate was light and flexible, a second skin that couldn’t be punctured by any weapon of any known world. But it wouldn’t stop a blow from hurting or bruising or breaking.

That’s what Wave wanted—to hurt, to bruise, to break.

His eyes ticked up to the channel of sky visible between the lowering buildings.

Gouts of dawn’s light stained the undersides of the clouds crimson. 

Atoll’s pack of hunters, the Prime, made regular use of scent-obscuring latents. If they were close, he wouldn’t be able to scent them. And aside from the scurrying of the flickers—tiny, purple-spotted lizards dwelling in the cracks and crevices of the city—the turbid morning air was silent.

Wave opened up her arms as if asking for a dance. “Shall we?” 

Actually, he would’ve preferred to wait a few minutes, but that would’ve meant stalling Wave with conversation, and he’d never enjoyed talking to her. She was a hunter, through and through. Fight, mate, eat. She had the depth of a slug puddle.

He inclined his head, accepting.

She sprang.

Poor Wave, so quick to act, so slow to think.

He feinted, sinking to his knees, throwing his fist into her stomach.

The others would wait a little while. Let Wave play.

She was their lead now. But since she hadn’t won it, they’d hold back long enough to see which of their leads was truly the stronger, the current or the former.

Wave absorbed his punch and then hooked her foot behind his ankle, trying to topple him—failing.

Her strength was in her legs, and she would use them as much as she could.

He didn’t think anything other than hit, duck, kick, dodge.

Internal clock spinning out of sync, time slowed and sped up again with each throb of his pulse, each strike that connected, each blow she dealt.

He was weak. They could smell it. 

Hunger had a tinny scent, like old blood, only sour. And he stank—tinny and sour. Food wasn’t easy to come by in the Time After.

The Time After her.

Nor was he accustomed to the way his body worked now. How quickly he tired, how his head throbbed when he fought, how hits that once would’ve sent Wave flying, now only caused her to stumble.

But he had grown quicker, lighter on his feet, better able to evade.

Ducking her swing, he jammed his shoulder into Wave and drove her back into the wall.

Hearing her head smack against the stone fueled the starving, wounded animal inside of him.

All at once, his fury exploded.

His fists flew, pummeling soft flesh, cracking bone, missing altogether and slamming into the wall behind her, busting through the stucco and sending up clouds of white dust.

Under his suit’s protective layer, his skin split.

The Unpenetrate, sensing the injury, absorbed the blood and applied gentle pressure to stop the flow. 

Wave’s strikes grew limp, losing precision, blocks failing.

A weakened opponent scented like crab stew with big chunks of butter tubers and spicy peppers—his favorite dish. And he was starving.

He unleashed a volley that would’ve killed another person—an educer or a leader or a stealer, maybe even another, weaker, hunter.

But Wave was KETS. She’d been one of his. And they’d been Tip. The best of the best. Monochrome.

Blood spattered the wall behind her. Her eyes rolled and lost focus. 

He’d tasted Wave’s blood before, when they’d sparred, when she’d challenged him—which she’d done more than once, even when they’d been on the same squad, the same pack, the same family. Before, her blood had tasted familiar, like home, but now it was rust and death.

He had no home.

At last, the others interceded.

They ripped him back, hitting him from every side, spinning him, jamming boots into his spine.

He bit his lip. Blood washed over his tongue, but it no longer tasted right either. Too thin.

He was slammed down onto the ground, face-first.

They kept kicking. Wiry Tephra. Broad-faced Strat. Tough little Delta. Hulking Ridge. His former squad, beating him into oblivion.

A cavernous howl filled his ears—the sound of his consciousness falling into the darkness. Obviously, they weren’t going to kill him. If they’d wanted to do that, they would have already.

No, he knew the way the leaders on the Upper Horn thought, especially now that they were struggling for control. They’d want to make a public example of him. For his treachery, his betrayal. Not let him die in a forgotten alley in the Scythe. There would be no advantage in that.

“What’s this?” a booming voice asked, interrupting the barrage of kicks assailing him.

Finally.

The alley wasn’t quite as forgotten as it might have first appeared, which, of course, was why he’d led Wave and the squad here.

“Clear off,” Strat commanded, “this has nothing to do with you.”

“Oh, hasn’t it?” the voice said.

“I’ll say it one more time, gutter-mutt,” Strat barked. “Clear off!”

The alley echoed with the dark roll of drunken laughter.

“This is the Cut, Chrome-licker,” the deep voice boomed. “Don’t walk the Blade ‘less you got the blood to trade.”

Pushing through the welter of pain, Hunter rolled onto his side.

Atoll’s Prime hunters filled up the end of the alley. The Prime were late from their carousing at the rumble houses. They were usually back before dawn. Maybe Atoll didn’t have as tight a leash on his packs as he should’ve.

Hunter dragged his body upright, grimacing as fierce, dizzying, pain-inspired protests screamed through him.

Atoll’s hunters came in every shape and size, from fat, calloused monsters to lizard-lean, bug-eyed scrappers.

Hunter had never respected the Lower Horn’s hunters—unable to scent, lacking all trace of the gifts, never properly trained to fight—but that was Before.

In the After, he’d learned respect. They’d made certain he did. They hadn’t bested him, but they’d given him pain. Upper Horn hunters fought because they were bred to; Lower Horn hunters fought to survive. In that was a kind of ferocity no amount of training could instill.

He glanced over at Wave. She was slumped against the door of the Prime’s bunkhouse. Her eyes fluttering, her head lolling. 

He slipped back into the shadows.

Growls issued from his former squad—deep, heart-trembling. He knew they sent chills through the hunters of the Prime. Not that they showed it, but their fear reeked like week-old fried and vinegared fish. When the Prime were afraid, they became senselessly violent.

He scooped up his satchel, slinging it over his head and across his chest, grinding his teeth as pain shot through his shoulder, up into his skull.

Lodging his toe into one of the wall’s many crevices, he climbed to the top, to a weedy patch of terrace still wet from the earlier rains. Mud squelched under his knees.

Below, the two groups crashed into each other—four against twelve.

From his vantage, they were nothing but writhing shadows, growling and screaming and howling, blood spilling, bones crunching, flesh crying out. Scents of hot iron, of burning salt, a necrotic pungent sweetness, the stench of living and dying at once.

He pushed through the tangle of vegetation, clambering uphill. It would take hours to climb the mountain; longer, now that he was injured.

Once he was on pavement he’d use one of the scent-obscuring consumables. As soon as he could be certain he wasn’t leaving any other trail behind. And he wouldn’t.

In the past year, he’d learned how to survive.
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Crystal rose from the rough-hewn trestle table. Her worry stank like pickled onions.

But it was a relief to see her. To see she was safe.

“What happened to you?” she asked.

Tagger was at his back, trailing him into the little cabin. More slowly, Chase stood from where he’d been sitting with Crystal. He, too, smelled worried, but it was a drier scent, a more resigned one. Tagger and Chase were the only members of Hunter’s former squad who had remained loyal to him.

He plunked the satchel onto the table.

Moss, Crystal’s father, rose from his workbench and hurried to the stone hearth, pushing a big black pot of water over the flames, throwing green wood on the fire. It hissed and screamed as the fire worked needy fingers into its tender flesh.

The front room of the cabin was large enough for the five of them. He, Tagger, and Chase shared a room in the back. Moss and Crystal each had their own. They’d built it together, gathered and hewn the wood, followed Moss’s instructions on how to construct the walls, the roof, everything. They were hunters, not builders, but they’d done it. And they’d kept it secret and safe, even with Wave and every other former KETS hunting them.

Crystal rushed away, into the back hall.

Chase was watching him. It felt like a cool hand on his throbbing shoulder.

“I’ll take post,” Chase said and strode out.

Tagger dug into the satchel, sorting the provisions Hunter had received in exchange for the meager extracteds they’d had to barter with.

Pulling out a large, green, shell-like fruit, Tagger held it up.

“Yum, clamfruit.” He grinned, ripping apart the fruit and slurping the pinkish flesh with relish.

Hunter eased onto the bench, hiding a grimace.

Crystal reappeared and knelt in front of him, setting down her jar of patch-slugs.

Moss hurried over with a bowl of water and rags.

“Thanks,” she said to her father.

She frowned up at Hunter. Her silver-hued eyes glinted keen and sharp. Over the last year, the softness of youth and comfort had melted from her cheeks.

Without comment, she cleaned the blood from his face, applying tiny patch-slugs to the cuts. His suit was healing many, many others. 

Finished with his clamfruit, Tagger laid out the rest of the provisions. He dug into the bag, then turned it upside down.

“That’s it?” he asked.

Crystal scowled up at him. “It’s a bounty.”

“We’ll stretch it,” Moss said, gathering up the roots, veg, and salted meats. He hurried them over to his workbench, shoving aside the clutter. There, he chopped the veg.

Tagger began to rip a round of bread into five equal portions.

Crystal dropped the bloody rag into the bowl of water, leaving it on the floor. Thin dress gathered in hand, she slid onto the bench next to him. 

Exhaustion plying him, he leaned heavily on the table. 

She placed a metal cup before him. “Drink it.”

He did, in slow sips.

Two portions of bread and a wedge of crumbly green-and-white cheese were plunked down in front of him.

“Eat,” she said.

On the other side of the table, Tagger gnawed on his bread.

Hunter peeled off his mask. His fingers ached, stiff as an ancient sage’s. He slapped the mask onto his shoulder, where it stuck, and turned his gaze to Crystal.

She held it.

A year ago, he would’ve thought her no more significant than the tiny moon moths that swarmed summertime Starburners. But now… Now, there was no one but her and Tagger and Chase.

“Have you eaten?” he asked.

Straightening her spine, she interlaced her fingers on the table. “I’m not hungry.”

He picked up one of the bread portions she’d given him and put it in front of her.

Her fine brow arched, challenging. It almost made him laugh. Who would’ve thought an educer could have such spunk? No wonder Chase was scenting more like a breeder these days. Crystal had a nerve, and it was as tough as Weaver’s Thread.

“You need it more than I do,” she said.

Tagger rolled his last bite of bread in his hand. His bottomless stomach grumbled loudly.

“We don’t eat,” Hunter said to her, “until you eat.”

She crossed her arms.

He didn’t move. And because he didn’t, neither did Tagger.

He didn’t know how long they sat there. He was barely hanging on to consciousness. If there was anyone who could out-stubborn him, it was Crystal.

“Fine.” She snatched up the bread and took a vicious bite.

Tagger grinned and finished his share.

Gingerly, Hunter picked up his portion and forced himself to take a bite. He needed to eat, but everything tasted of sand and salt water. It only made his hunger deeper, his thirst more.

“Can I help you with that?” Tagger offered Moss, who was trying to scoop up the veg he’d diced to carry over to the pot.

“Thank you,” Moss said in his trembling shadow of a voice.

Tagger gathered up all the veg in his hands and dumped it into the boiling pot. “Smells wonderful,” he said with a grin. 

After a momentary silence, broken only by the fire’s hissing and the stew’s burbling, Crystal said, “I did it.”

A questioning sound escaped Hunter’s throat as he choked down the cheese.

“This,” she said and set a clear disc of stone on the table.

He eyed it, but said nothing.

“This is it,” she said.

Water touched his lips, it passed over his tongue, it slid down his throat, but he was still thirsty, he was still parched, he was still aching.

“What?” he asked when it was apparent she wasn’t going to explain until he gave her some kind of response.

She held on to the silence a bit longer. “It’s the compass.”

He gave the rock another, more considering, look. It was small; it would’ve fit in Crystal’s palm easily. Cut and faceted, it cast trembling rainbows across the table. A fancy hunk of rock, but a hunk of rock all the same.

He swallowed back his skepticism, only because he didn’t have the energy to argue with her tonight. In the old tales, never once was any friction within a plexus mentioned. But now that he was a part of one, he was learning all about it. It had a scent all its own—an infuriating one.

Static built in the air. Tagger suddenly decided to go to bed. Moss opted for a breath of air and, in a blink, Hunter and Crystal were alone.

“It’s time,” she said.

“Time for what?”

Was he pretending not to know what she meant?

Yes.

He was.

“I saw Verge—” she started.

He went so abruptly rigid that ringing black blotches burst over his vision.

She continued, “He’ll take you—”

“No.”

“Yes.”

His hands numbed from clenching so tightly. “I won’t—”

“Yes, you will,” she said, her voice diamond hard. “You heard, the same as I did, about the other plexus—”

“We don’t know—”

She slammed her hands down on the table. “What do we need to know? Even if it’s not true, look at us. Look at you.” She gestured at him, up and down, as if that were all the evidence she needed. She leaned in. “It is time.”

She wasn’t asking. She was ordering. 

He wanted to argue, but couldn’t.

She was right.

The revelation sent a pulse of agony shuddering through him. His head swam and then it fell toward the table. As he slipped into unconsciousness, the want flooded him again, drowning his trepidation and fear.

Yes, Scout was dangerous. Deadly. But if they were going to survive in this new age, they needed her.

He needed her.

It was time.
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Prologue

IT’S ALL THE SAME ceremonial rigmarole until a pissed off earth goddess busts in with a few minor gods and a cadre of phantasmal TemperMentals. Then everybody’s screaming and running for their lives.

Before I can assess the situation, someone shoves me aside. I hit the wall, banging my head. I slide down to the floor.

One of the summoners is filling the room with fog.

Daisuke crouches next to me. His words sound garbled. My head is throbbing. Summoners go flying around us, knocked back before they have a chance to fight.

Up on the stage, Mom only needs a nanosecond to summon the mask of the Tripartite, but for some reason she’s not moving. Come on, Mom, you’re the Triune—Summoner of the Three-Faces, Voice of the Supreme Divine, Mistress of the Elements, and a host of other redundant titles—time to show this earth mama who’s in charge.

Daisuke pulls out his mask—river god. The mask is elaborate, vicious looking, red-forked tongue and horns on its head. He brings it to his face. His body becomes encased in roiling green water.

An air god summoner appears next to us. His guise is a swirling mass of fog. Daisuke surges to his feet. The Fog God whips up a cannonball of air and slams it into Daisuke. Daisuke crashes into the wall. The plaster cracks. He slumps to the floor, unconscious. His guise vanishes as the mask falls off.

I reach for Daisuke, but the Fog God seizes my arm. Beneath the god’s façade, the summoner’s fingers are slender and digging. He yanks me up to my feet. “Pleasure’s all mine, Lady Day.”

I stumble. My head spins.

That’s when I notice the gleaming hourglass in Earth Mama’s hand. Where did she get a godsdamned time bender? Sacred tools of the divine aren’t just stocked at every convenience store. And not just anyone is capable of summoning a demon to fetch them one either. Earth Mama knows how to wield it too.

Mom is frozen, unable to move. She’s trapped in her own personal time disruption.

Not good.

Even worse, I can’t do shit. I can’t even summon a minor god like Daisuke, or handsy Fog God. My whittling tools are in my bag, but I doubt they’ll do me any good. Fog God is sure to be wearing protective charms.

Summoners are scattered across the red carpet. Unconscious. Dead . . . I don’t know. Everyone else is running. None of them stop to help. But why should they? Mom’s the Triune. The Triune doesn’t need help from anyone.

The tribal hall is tilt-a-whirling around me.

Before I regain my balance, the earth bitch plunges a sword into Mom’s gut.

Time stops. Not for the rest of the world, just for me.

Then time resumes for both my mom and me. Blood soaks Mom’s shirt—oxford, white—and her slacks—khaki, pressed. She crashes to her knees. Her eyes are wide. She falls.

No goodbye. No motion-picture last look at her eldest daughter. Dead. Gone. Just like that.

And nothing happens.

The earth bitch turns in my direction. On her face—her goddess face—flowers are sprouting, blooming, decaying, and then are consumed into a churning vortex, like some art student’s nightmare video installation.

“Well?” she demands in her dual voice. The voice of the goddess—cavernous, deep, dark, earthquaking. The voice of the summoner—high-pitched and a little whiny.

Fog God turns me around. I can’t see anything of the summoner beneath the blue shroud of mist. His eyes are empty holes of air.

“Nothing,” he says. His own bifurcated voice sounds hollow and annoyed.

“That can’t be!” Earth Mama shrieks.

Her TemperMentals swirl around her in a muddy mass of phantom irritation and then swoop down on me.

The Fog God has enough sense to let me go before Earth Mama’s manifestations of divine orneriness reach us. They cyclone around me, slapping against my skin like willow switches, stinging and drawing blood. This is no backwoods earth goddess. TemperMentals that can get this physical require serious godly juju and more than a couple of recent sacrifices—of the bloody mammal variety.

Still, no mask. No divine intervention. Where the hell are those three-faced jerks? I’m supposed to be the next Triune, with all the redundant titles and crappy responsibilities and lackluster interpersonal skills. And, most importantly at this moment, the incontestable power.

A bubble of hope forms in my TemperMental-addled brain—Mom’s not dead. That’s why I’m not in contact with the Tripartite. That has to be it.

The TemperMentals peel off, one by one, and return to Earth Mama. They flap and circle around her. I can hear them murmuring in their breathy snickers and low groans, like leaves rustling and branches bending.

Not her. Not her. Not her.

I look at my mom. She’s flat on the ground. A pool of glistening maroon spreads around her. If she’s alive, she won’t be for long.

“She’s not the Triune!” Earth Mama’s roar shakes the building.

The plaster falls off the ceiling in chunks. Plumes of dust thicken Fog God’s haze.

Fog God swears under his breath.

Earth Mama turns and kicks my mom. Mom flops onto her back. My hope bubble bursts. Mom’s eyes are big, open, glassy—dead. Acid pushes into my throat. I start towards her, but Daisuke grabs my hand as he pulls himself up.

“No, Josie-san,” he says.

Earth Mama is shrieking in rage. The ground is shaking. The cracks in the wall behind us grow wider and wider.

“Run away,” Fog God says.

I don’t know if he’s talking to himself or to us, but I can’t. A Triune doesn’t run away. A Triune summons the power of the Three-Faces and rips Earth Mama’s mask—and head—off her body.

I’m not going anywhere. Even without the mask of the Tripartite, I’m racking my aching skull for some way to destroy that earth bitch.

Daisuke hooks me around the waist and hauls me out as the gilded ceiling collapses. I kick and struggle, but it’s no use. Daisuke is stronger and my head is pain-filled and spinning.

You may be asking, where are the details? Where am I, who am I . . . what color is my hair? Here’s a detail for you. My mom’s dead. Who gives a shit about the scenery?

Blood and fog, that’s all I remember.





Chapter 1

January 27th

JOSIE STOOD ON THE porch, shivering and dripping wet. The numbers above the mailbox blurred and came back into focus and blurred again, 7325. Were those the right numbers? Was this the right street? Was it the right city?

The drizzle and craftsman-style houses suggested Portland, but she’d been zombie-walking through airports for the last twenty-four hours. This could’ve been Maine for all she knew. Right name, wrong coast.

She forced her eyelids to blink. They resisted. Once they were closed, they stubbornly refused to open again. She rested her forehead against the door jamb.

This had to be her dad’s house. The stained glass panel in the front door, porch swing the color of raspberries, meticulous zen-scaping in the front yard—it was all the same. Of course, it had been four years since she’d been back. He could’ve moved. He hadn’t mentioned it the last time they’d talked, but that had been two months ago.

She lifted her head, peeling back her eyelids. “You’re a terrible daughter, Josie Day.” She flipped open the mailbox and took out a letter. “Maybe that’s why the Tripartite blew you off.”

The name on the envelope:  Marc Day.

If she’d been able to cry, she would’ve. But she couldn’t. Somewhere between Brunei and here, she’d forgotten how. At least she’d made it to her dad’s. Too bad he wasn’t home.

She stuffed the envelope back into the hammered-copper letterbox and turned, giving the swing a considering look. She hadn’t slept on any of the three planes—probably because she was in shock. Daisuke had put her on the first plane, somehow. If not for him, she’d still be in Brunei, either murdered by Earth Mama or crushed under the rubble of the tribe’s assembly hall.

When she’d left the bus to walk to her dad’s house, the driver had given her a look like he might refuse to let her off. Now she understood why. Shorts, a tank top, and flip-flops were perfect for the tropical humidity of Brunei but not so much the frigid mists of a Portland winter.

“Josie?”

She tensed.

On the sidewalk was a young man straddling a bright-orange bicycle. He pushed back his hood, tattoos on the backs of his hands, a ring on every finger—like most summoners. So he was part of the tribe. Dark hair sheared short, spacers in his ears, eyebrow pierced, good-looking in a punk-kid-next-door way. Then she remembered. He did live next door.

She came down the steps. “Beech, right?”

He smiled a crooked smile—cute. “You remembered.”

Yes, she remembered. She’d been trained to remember. People didn’t expect the Triune to remember them usually, unless they were a member of a tribe’s Eye or a matriarch. But Mom had been strict about it. If Josie hadn’t remembered an important name, it had meant days of catching crabs and giving them names and then reciting those names when Mom had pulled the slimy clackers out of a tank weeks later.

Beech was easy to remember. Not many people were named Beech, and his algae-green eyes not only reminded her of the beach but were pretty much dazzling.

“Do you know where my father is?” she asked.

“Yeah . . .” Beech looked her up and down as she strode towards him. “Aren’t you cold? You know it’s freakin’ raining out here, right?”

“Where is he?”

Her mom hadn’t taught Josie tact. How could she when she didn’t have any herself? A Triune only needed so much diplomacy. Managing the tribes was what the Eyes were for. The Triune’s primary job, besides ceremonial duties, was to administer justice. Josie wanted to bring that earth bitch to justice so badly that the mere thought of doing so warmed her frozen body.

“With the Eye. With your sister.” Beech leaned back on the seat of his bike. “Everybody thought you were dead. You know, since Tessa . . .”

“Since Tessa what?”

“Since she’s the new Triune.”

“Tessa is the—” No, she couldn’t say it.

How could Tessa be the Triune? The drama queen who dissolved into tears watching sappy greeting card commercials? How could Tessa wield the power of the Tripartite? They’d run her over and make sacrificial hamburger out of her.

Josie pressed her fingers to her forehead. Time for freaking out was never. Breathe.

“Her brains will be pouring out of her ears in two days,” Josie muttered.

“More like hours from what I hear,” Beech said. “Word is she’s not handling her new responsibilities too well.”

“No shit.” Josie took a deep breath and looked around, trying to get her bearings.

“Are you sure you’re not cold?”

“I’m freezing, okay? Who cares?”

Beech’s eyes widened.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s been a rough—”

“No worries,” he said. “If you want, we can go back to my house. I’m sure there’s something you can—”

“Thanks,” she said, “but all I care about right now is finding my dad.”

He removed his raincoat. Underneath he wore a black hoodie. “Here.” He handed her the coat.

She hesitated. Why was she such an ass? Living on an interdimensional island for the last twelve years with no one but her mom and a bunch of cranky crabs hadn’t done much for her social skills. “Don’t you need it? Someone told me it’s freakin’ raining out here.”

He smiled. Definitely cute. “You need it more.”

“Thanks.” Residual body heat and musky boy scent wrapped around her as she pulled it on.

“Can you ride pegs?” He cocked his head towards his rear wheel.

“Do you have a car?” From what she remembered, he was at least her age, seventeen, maybe older.

“Nope.”

“How far is it?” She came around the back of the bike, putting her feet on the pegs and bracing herself on his sturdy shoulders. Her feet slipped in her sandals. The thin leather straps of the thongs cut into her skin. Not that it mattered; she was numb from the neck down already anyway.

“The way you’re dressed?” He started pedaling, picking up speed as they hit the road. “Too far.”
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Too far was about twenty minutes. She didn’t get much use out of a watch. Every time she and her mom had returned to the mortal plane, they’d come out in a different time zone. A boy in Prague had told her once that watches made good charms to ward off unintended releases of gas—she hadn’t been able to tell if he’d been joking or not. She’d never been able to produce a charm other than the run-of-the-mill protective circle.

The streets of Portland passed in a drizzle-shrouded blur. It must have been late in the day, the light was fading fast. Hands clutching Beech’s shoulders, she tried not to dig her nails in as he maneuvered through cars and across parking lots. She could tell he was avoiding curbs and puddles, which she appreciated; nonetheless, she was thoroughly jarred and sprayed.

Nothing looked familiar until they rounded the corner and the tribe’s community center appeared. A huge industrial building of red brick with big blocks of tinted windows. The ground level housed a coffee shop, a yoga studio, a spa, a ceramic café. Each one was owned and operated by a tribal member.

Beech took another corner and pulled up to the building’s main entrance.

Josie stepped off the pegs tentatively. Beech dismounted and pulled open the door for her.

Red rugs in amorphous designs, lots of big potted plants, leather couches, and a sweeping receptionist desk like a pool of honey warmed the lobby with its basic foundation of concrete floors and high ceilings gridded by exposed vent ducts. The manicured young man behind the desk stood, frowning. She didn’t remember his name, but she noted the constellation of moles under his right eye, the long stretch of his neck, the fashionable style of his blondish hair. She’d remember him later.

“Really, Beech? You know you can’t bring that in here.” He pointed at the bike.

“Why not? It’s no wetter than either of us,” Beech said.

Josie pushed back the hood of the raincoat and scanned the lobby. Elevators sat before her, stairs flanking. “Which way?”

It seemed a strange question. This was her tribe’s center. She should’ve known where everything was and how to get there, but she hadn’t been here since the renovations had been completed. Besides, her mom hadn’t liked coming home. Her mom would’ve never said it like that, but Josie had known.

“What’s going on?” the receptionist asked, hands flat on the desk, scowling at Josie.

“Third floor for sure.” Beech parked his bike by the door. “They’ll be in the Eye’s sanctum.”

She nodded, heading for the elevator.

Behind his horn-rimmed glasses, the receptionist’s eyes rounded. “Wait a minute.” He raced around the desk and intercepted her. “You can’t go up there.”

“I am going up there,” she said.

He crossed his arms over his smart white shirt and red suspenders. “I told you—”

“You heard the lady, Ty, piss off.” Beech placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t you know who she is?”

Ty looked saucy. “Should I?”

“She’s Josie Day,” Beech said.

Ty snorted. “Josie Day’s dead . . .” His arms dropped. “Oh. I guess . . . let me call up first.”

“Do that. I’ll wait upstairs.” She moved around him, stalked to the other end of the lobby, and hit the elevator button.

Ty hurried back to his desk, picking up the phone. The doors opened with a pleasant bing. Josie boarded, Beech close behind her. Her teeth chattered, but she refused to allow herself to think about hypothermia.

Third floor. Going up.

Beech seemed to watch her from the corner of his eyes, but she refused to let herself think about him either. A Triune didn’t think about things—or feel things—that weren’t useful to her.

When the doors opened, they stepped out into an airy hallway with the same modern look as the lobby—white walls, stainless steel lights, glossy concrete floors. Beech hooked her arm and guided her to the right. The office suites they passed were all darkened. Accountant, graphic designer, architect, therapist—all conveniently housed within steps of the Eye’s ritual space. Josie’s gaze caught on one of the plaques:  Marc Day, Attorney-At-Law.

They turned a corner and came face to face with a golden-haired Adonis.

He frowned at them. She couldn’t recall his name either, but something about him was familiar. He looked like he expected to be remembered. The way his right eyebrow was fixed in an upward tilt set her on edge. Or maybe it was the sculpted planes of his handsome face. Or maybe it was the fact that he wore only one ring, which meant he was damned cocky. Only one other summoner she knew wore just one ring—her mom.

Behind him were the doors to the Eye’s sanctum, and beyond them, her father.

“What are you doing here, Beech?” Adonis asked.

Beech held up his hands like he wasn’t looking for a fight. “Just along for the ride.”

Josie attempted to slip around the god of male beauty, but he sidestepped into her path.

She glared up at his deep-set eyes. “Move.”

He gazed back at her, motionless. “You forgot to say please.”

Her mother had been murdered; she’d been traveling for days . . . all she wanted was to see her dad. Her patience, if she’d ever had any, was long gone. She squared her shoulders. “I forgot to say get the hell out of my way.”

“You can’t go in there.”

“Watch me.” She moved again, but Adonis moved with her, like they were engaged in an infuriating dance. Her hands clenched around the wet cuffs of Beech’s coat. Adonis stared coolly down at her, his eyes hard as sapphires.

Beech stepped up next to them. “Look, maybe I ought to make some introductions—”

“I don’t need to be introduced,” Adonis said. “No one is allowed inside.”

“Yeah, but—” Beech started.

Josie cut in. “Well, then why don’t you trot on in to your masters, Fido, and tell them that I’m here. Good boy.”

The sharp angle of his brow steepened. “Wow, you’re a real bitch.”

“Not yet, but I can be.”

“Okay.” Beech took Josie’s shoulders and forced her to step back. “Judah, this is Josie. As in, Tessa’s sister, Josie.”

Judah’s face remained impassive. “We were told you’d died.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“If you’re alive, then why is Tessa the Triune?”

She raised her fists, wishing she had taken more martial arts training. Seeing pretty boy splayed out on the ground right now would’ve done more to sooth her aching soul than just about anything else she could imagine.

Before she could break her knuckles on Judah’s chiseled jaw, one of the doors behind him opened.

Judah stepped aside.

A lean, balding man with rimless glasses and a tidy goatee stared at Josie like he didn’t recognize her.

“Josie?” he said.

She wanted to cry. “Dad.”

Then the screaming started.





Chapter 2

January 27th

“YOU!” TESSA SHOVED PAST their dad. Her hazel-gold eyes were huge, dilated, like she was on drugs. Mascara ran down her cheeks. “What did you do to me?” She clawed at her mess of dirty-blond hair. “I can’t make them shut up.”

Josie seized her little sister’s arms—except Tessa was taller than Josie now. Strange.

“It’s okay, Tessa.”

“No.” Fat tears rolled down Tessa’s face. “No, it’s not. You don’t understand.”

A bitter burn scoured Josie’s throat, but she swallowed it down. She had to help her sister. Time for resentment was never.

Tessa pawed at Josie, at her coat, at her face, like a drowning puppy. “They’re all in here, and they’re saying things you wouldn’t believe . . . I can’t even understand, and it’s like, explosions going off in my head, and they keep getting louder and louder . . .”

Tessa continued working herself into a state that was definitely going to lead to brain splatter if Josie didn’t do something.

Josie looked from Beech, chewing on the metal chain of his necklace, to her dad, who was holding Tessa up from behind as she blubbered and blathered, then to Adonis . . . Judah. He was dressed in upscale mall fashion, jeans, T-shirt, hoodie, brand names stamped everywhere, but around his neck was a blue crystal that was all Core.

She pointed at the necklace. “Give me that.”

He didn’t move.

Again, she imagined knocking him flat on the ground. “Please.”

He lifted the leather cord over his head and put the pendant into her palm.

She looped the necklace around Tessa’s head and steered her to a bench next to the doors. She knelt in front of her little sister, who was still babbling, overcome by the power of the Tripartite.

“There’s no end, there’s no beginning, it all goes and goes and goes and goes . . .”

Josie squeezed her sister’s arms. “Tessa.”

“Death whispers, like shaking rattles and soft kisses and—”

“Tessa!”

Her sister blinked, tears spilling from her eyes.

Josie put Judah’s crystal in Tessa’s hand. Tessa’s lips parted to speak, but Josie put her finger to them.

“Look into the crystal, Tessa.”

Tessa’s eyes lowered to the spear of quartz.

Their dad knelt next to Josie. Tessa had his eyes, green with a gold starburst center. “We’ve tried everything, nothing’s working. A simple crystal meditation isn’t—”

Josie shot him a sharp look. His lips sealed.

Tessa’s hand trembled in Josie’s. Josie wrapped her icy fingers around Tessa’s warm wrist and steadied her sister. Josie’s eyes were drawn to the crystal too. Within the stone was a sliver of light, a white flame. Gazing at it, the biting chill inside her abated. The tight coil that was her body loosened. The flame seemed to speak to her. You’re safe here. Another sob tried to free itself from her chest, but she pushed it back down.

“Do you see the fire?” she asked Tessa in a soft voice.

But Tessa was already lost in the quartz. Her panicked breaths slowed, her strained face, smoothed. After a few seconds, she seemed fully immersed in the meditation.

Josie bowed her head and let out a sigh of relief. No brain-splatter. Not today anyway.

Josie eased back from Tessa and stood up. She ran her hands over her face and then back through her damp tangles of black hair. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Why was Tessa the Triune? Something had gone horribly wrong.

She glanced over at her dad. Two women hovered in the doorway behind him.

One was thin-lipped, hair a silver bob, dimple in her chin, gray pants suit:  Nancy. The Eye of the Future. The other was middle-aged, frazzled hair dyed various shades of garish red, dark circles under her eyes, tiny wringing hands:  Lily. She’d lost weight since the last time Josie had seen her, but she was still doughy-looking in her gypsy skirts and peasant top. The Eye of the Past.

She was about to ask where Caroline, the third member of their tribe’s leadership was, when her father gathered her up and hugged her. She stiffened. Her mom hadn’t hugged her since the onset of puberty. Before Josie had a chance to lift her arms and return the gesture, her dad pulled back.

“We thought . . .”—he smoothed her wet, tangled hair—“something had happened to you.”

“Something did happen,” she said, fighting against the knot in her throat, “Mom’s dead.” Looking up at her dad, she felt a pressure build around her eyes again. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried. She felt like she needed to, and yet the tears didn’t come. She wanted to collapse against him and let him hold her, but she couldn’t. She didn’t know how. “I’m not the Triune. How is that possible?”

Her dad looked as lost as she felt. She pushed back against the feeling. She knew just where she was, who she was . . . didn’t she?

“We were hoping you could tell us,” Nancy said in a tight voice.

Her dad stepped aside so Josie could face the two women. Every sister tribe had its own Eye, three women who presided over day-to-day tribal matters.

“Forgive me, Honorable Mother, but where is Caroline?” Josie asked.

The two women looked at each other, then away. Lily to the floor. Nancy back at Josie.

“That’s not your concern,” Nancy stated.

Josie may not have been the Triune, but she’d spent most of her life on the island training and studying Core laws. Without Caroline, Nancy and Lily were merely two highly skilled summoners. She wasn’t technically required to address them formally or even to follow their directives. Still, they were elders and due some degree of respect. She reminded herself of that as her gaze clashed against Nancy’s.

“Mother of the Future, as a witness to the murder of a Triune, I’m obligated to report to the Eye of my natal tribe.” She held Nancy’s sharp stare. “So, I guess we’ll have to wait until the Eye shows up.”

“Murder?” her dad said, forehead crinkling. “They told us it was an accident . . .”

Lily leaned heavily against the threshold, like she might faint at the thought. “A Triune hasn’t been murdered since Gansu, China, 1718.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Nancy said. “Melinda wasn’t murdered. The building collapsed.”

Inside, Josie was on fire. Outside, her teeth were chattering. “What else do you call it when some bitch earth goddess guts you with a sword . . . Venerable Eye?”

Her dad’s hand went to his bald pate, his color whitening to something like paste.

Nancy’s taut features pulled tighter. Her gaze flicked over to Judah and then to Beech, who was lingering behind Josie.

“I could leave,” Beech said, sneakers squeaking as he took a backwards step. “Yeah, why don’t I do that?”

“I’m not going,” Judah said.

“It doesn’t matter who stays,” Josie said. “Everyone should know the truth. We were in Brunei. I had to . . .” Her words tangled up in her throat. Judah was giving her critical brow, like he didn’t believe anything she was saying. Her words pushed out, stronger. “I had to leave her. I had to run. I don’t know what you heard, but my mother was murdered. I saw it.”

Lily gasped. Nancy looked as if she’d sat on something sharp and probe-like.

“Oh no.” Lily wrung her pudgy hands. “No, no, no . . .”

“Do you realize what you’re saying?” Nancy said in a restrained tone.

Josie took a step towards her. “Do you, Eye of the Future? Forgive my bluntness, but why the hell didn’t you see this future? Why didn’t someone see a rogue summoner, with the power to produce tangible TemperMentals and the ability to access immortal devices, murdering my mother?”

Nancy’s lips pursed, white and thin. “I needn’t remind you, young woman, that you are not the Triune. From what Melinda told me, you’re not capable of summoning at all. And since you wear no rings, I can see that is, indeed, the case.”

Well, that was a salty finger in an already bleeding eye. No, she wasn’t the Triune. No, she couldn’t summon any gods and never had. Her lack of rings displayed that painful truth for every Core member to see. Her mom had often said that Josie was just a late bloomer and, since she was heir to the Triune, it didn’t matter if she could summon any other gods. One day, Josie would summon the most powerful gods. Except Josie wasn’t a late bloomer. She wasn’t the Triune either. Turns out, she was a drudge—a non-summoner. In the tribal world, drudges were pitied and disdained, more often the latter.

Nancy continued in her imperious tone. “You cannot speak to me—”

Josie seethed, dispensing with the respect. “You’re right. I don’t have to speak to you at all. Without Caroline, you’re just a stuck-up old—”

Her dad inserted his arm between them. “Wait. Stop.” He took Josie’s shoulders and turned her towards him. “Josie, you have to tell us everything that happened, whether Caroline is here or not.”

“Where is Caroline?” she asked again.

“We don’t know,” Judah answered.

“Judah!” Nancy snapped.

Josie turned, remembering now who Judah was:  Caroline’s son. She might’ve seen him at Caroline’s induction into the Eye ten years before, but she’d been so busy trying to memorize every detail of the ceremony that she hadn’t taken note of anyone who wasn’t a matriarch or an elder.

“We don’t,” Judah said with the same impassive expression.

Josie turned back to Nancy. “The Eye of the Present is missing?”

“It’s not the first time. Caroline is . . . always living for the moment.” Lily gave Josie a weak smile.

“When was the last time you heard from her?”

“I talked to her three days ago,” Judah said. “She left for a climb. Smith Rock.”

“And you haven’t talked to her since?”

He gazed at her like it was a stupid question.

“Aren’t you worried?”

Are you a moron? seemed to scrawl over his face.

“Has anyone gone to look for her?”

“Of course we have,” her dad said. “One of the rangers out there is Core. Caroline was going to meet him, but she never arrived.”

“And I don’t guess anyone saw that coming either,” Josie said.

“You well know that prophesizing the future is no simple matter. It’s not like watching the morning news,” Nancy said.

“Do I? For someone with no standing I sure do know a lot, don’t I?”

“Then how come you don’t know why you’re not the Triune?” Judah asked when Nancy was left retortless.

She turned on him, burning from head to toe. “What are you doing here anyway?”

“I came because Tessa wanted me to,” he said.

Her stomach twisted. “You’re not dating her, are you?”

“What if I am?”

She drilled her fingers into her forehead, struggling to maintain focus. “That figures.”

Tessa had always been attracted to pretty, useless things.

“Honey, you shouldn’t do that to your third eye,” Lily said.

“Who cares about my third eye?” she snapped. “Our tribe’s Present Eye is missing. The Triune has been murdered.”

She gazed around at them, but they were just standing there, staring at her. She wanted to scream. Why weren’t they doing something? If she’d been the Triune . . . oh, the misery she would’ve inflicted on them for gaping at her like she was some lunatic who had wandered in off the street. She wasn’t crazy. She wasn’t lying. She was the Triune’s daughter. Or had been. The Triune, the leader of the Corpora Deorum—commonly called the Core—and the voice of the Supreme Divine, had been murdered and what were they doing? As far as she could see, nothing. Unacceptable. If they couldn’t figure out what to do, then she’d have to take charge herself, Triune or not.

“Get a scribe down here, now,” she said to Nancy and Lily. “Assemble the matriarchs. Call the messengers. Prepare to convene a godsdamned tribal council. In the meantime, get every charm-maker you have to protect my sister, our house, this entire freakin’ city, and yourselves, for that matter. While you’re at it, wake up your warriors and tell them to dust off their most blood-thirsty gods. Because if you think this earth bitch isn’t going to show up again, then you’re just asking to be the next one who gets a sword plunged into your gut.”

No one moved. Josie was clenched so tightly she was trembling.

“Um.” Lily twisted her rings around her stubby fingers. “She might be right . . .”

“We’ll take the girl’s statement,” Nancy said tersely. She reached into her pocket. “I’ll call Brunei.”





Chapter 3

February 4th
A Week Later

SHE PANTED. SWEAT SLUICED down her face, sheeting her back and chest. She unzipped the rain jacket. The hood bounced between her shoulder blades, keeping time.

She didn’t know how long she’d been running. Long enough for the rain to start and stop, then start and stop again. She’d run the trail loop so many times the black-billed geese that seemed to own the park—based on how much of their fecal matter was splattered over everything—had given up hissing at her and simply moved off towards the pond, glaring at her with beady menacing goose eyes.

When she felt that wave of too-much-running nausea for the second, or maybe tenth time, she veered back into her dad’s neighborhood. The streets were patch-worked, lines of black sealant straining to hold them together. Sodden brown clots of leaves collected on the iron grates, muffling the constant rush of water from the sewers and tingeing the air with a decaying scent. Tidy, well-loved bungalows huddled beneath their peaks, dark-eyed on a Monday afternoon. She ducked under grasping bushes and low-hanging branches. Everything felt too close here—the houses, the plants, the people.

Stretching her legs further, pounding through the last few blocks, her lungs picked up pace, but her pulse remained stuck in the same heavy throbbing gear. She could run for miles, whittle for hours, meditate all afternoon, but her heart continued to sink—encased in grief like concrete—deeper into that dark place where she shoved all thoughts and feelings that weren’t of any use. She’d never had much use for her emotions, but she seemed to have even less use for them now, except for her anger. She held onto that, refusing to let it abate even for a second. When Earth Mama had paid for her crime then, maybe, Josie would dredge up her pain and set it free.

She cut across the street, slowing as she approached the pale green house with the dark green trim and the shadowed front porch. An urge to turn around and keep running came over her. Inside the house, she knew it would be more frustration for her and more tears for her dad and sister. They’d been crying nonstop since the funeral on Friday.

Rounding the fence into the driveway, she almost smacked right into a golden-haired god.

She stumbled, bumping into the tall fence behind her. The fence groaned and pushed her back towards Judah. Her chest continued to heave as she glared.

“You again?” she asked.

Judah crossed his arms, standing at the back end of Josie’s dad’s Volvo, eyeing her in that way he did—that silently critical and completely infuriating way—like he was wondering how she could’ve gone out of the house looking like she did; which at the moment probably fell somewhere on the attractiveness meter between drowned rat and mangy street dog.

All she’d found to wear while running was one of her dad’s old painting T-shirts and a pair of Tessa’s yoga pants that were the worst shade of chewed-bubblegum pink Josie had ever seen. Josie’s clothes remained stuck on the Triune’s Island, for good, or until Tessa got enough of a handle on her powers to translocate there.

In the week since Josie had arrived, shopping hadn’t been on her list of priorities. But squeezing into Tessa’s hand-me-downs was becoming tiresome. Even Tessa’s running shoes were too small. How could her little sister be taller, thinner, and have smaller feet? Josie was considering penciling in a shopping trip, right below:  Find Earth Mama. Execute Earth Mama.

“Josie?” Her dad came around from the driver’s side.

She glanced at him and then away just as quickly. His eyes were reddened—tear-stained—and full of concern. She was starting to understand why her parents had split up. Her mother’s emotional pipes may have been clogged up and shutdown, but her father’s seemed to be overflowing and riddled with leaks.

“How long have you been running?”

“No idea,” she said, breathless. “Did you come from the center?”

He took a cleaning cloth from his back pocket and removed his glasses, wiping the lenses. “I did.”

“And?” she asked.

His lips pressed into a thin line. “And nothing.”

“What do you mean? Nothing?”

“The investigators in Brunei still haven’t turned up any evidence of this . . . earth goddess.”

“You mean besides Mom’s corpse?”

He winced and gave her another fret-filled look.

She set her teeth, pulling heavy breaths through her nostrils, glaring off towards the slick dark street.

Days before, a tribal council had finally been convened. The matriarchs and elders assembled. A scribe recorded Josie’s testimony. Daisuke backed her up via webcam, but none of Brunei’s tribal members would admit to seeing any earth goddess or even that they were attacked. Josie wasn’t sure if they were lying because they were afraid or if they were conspirators.

She demanded the council give her a truth-charm, so they would know she wasn’t lying, but they claimed to believe her story. After the autopsy had confirmed her mother had been stabbed, they didn’t have much choice. Still, all they did was sit on their butts and argue.

A summoner guilty of the highest crime in the Core, assassinating a Triune, was strolling around with weapons of the gods in her pocket. After a week, all the Core had done was send investigators to Brunei to “look into the facts.” Josie didn’t need to look. She’d seen enough. She knew everything she needed to know.

“We are doing everything we can, Josie,” her dad said.

“I sincerely hope that’s not the case,” Josie said.

“What do you want—”

“I want to find that psycho who murdered my mother and bring her to justice,” Josie said. “What do you think I want? And if the Core can’t do that, then I will.”

Her dad looked as if he was going to start crying again. He moved towards her, arms out, like he might try to hug her. She stepped back.

“Josie, please—”

“I mean it, Dad. I am not going to sit here and do nothing—”

“What do you think you can do?” Judah asked in his patented impassive tone.

Fists. Curling. “Excuse me?”

“You and your boyfriend claim this ‘earth goddess’ has a time-bender and a crew of henchmen, not to mention material TemperMentals—”

Blood. Boiling. “I don’t ‘claim’ it, I saw it. She does. And Daisuke is not my boyfriend. He is my friend. Neither of us is lying.”

“So then what are you going to do? How are you going to ‘bring her to justice’ exactly? You can’t summon a god, so you can’t fight her or even pacify her long enough to take custody of her. You’d get yourself killed. Besides that, you don’t know where to find her or even where to start looking. And if you do, then that’s something you should’ve included in your official statement to the Council.”

Even though he was five inches taller, fifty pounds heavier, and muscled like an Olympic swimmer, she was tempted to take him on. Just one good punch.

“Judah’s right.”

She cringed. She hoped she didn’t have to hear those words again. Ever.

“You have to trust us,” her dad went on.

“It’s not that I don’t trust you,” she said. “It’s that I can’t sit here and be useless. Even if I’m a drudge.”

Her dad winced again. “Don’t call yourself—”

“I may not be able to summon a god. I may not be able to fight. I may not even know where to start looking, but at least I’m willing to start. The Core can’t even decide if they should convene a council of the Eyes. After the murder of a Triune! It’s insane. You can all sit around and buff your nails”—she glanced at Judah’s neat and shiny fingernails—“or whatever it is you do, but I can’t. I have a passport and a bank card. I’ll get a plane. That’s where I’ll start. I’ll meet with every tribe in the entire world if I have to. Someone knows something.”

“Sure they do,” Judah said, “but why would they tell you?”

“What are you even doing here? Wait,”—she held up her hand—“don’t tell me. Tessa wants you here.”

“Josie, I know you’re upset—”

“You’re right, Dad, I am—”

“And that’s completely understand—”

“Yes, it is.”

“But you’re not thinking—”

“Wrong, Dad,” she said, leveling her voice. “I am the only one here who is—”

A wail issued from the house. Judah was the first to bound off, up the front yard and onto the porch—good boy. Josie was close at his heels. Judah left the front door open behind him. Josie rushed into a tidy house filled with pale godly light. Tessa stood between the living and dining areas, clutching her head, her skin glowing.

“Kuso!” Josie swore. “Tessa! Get it under control!”

“I can’t! I can’t!” Tessa cried.

Josie pushed by Judah and seized Tessa’s trembling arms. “Look at me.”

Tessa looked up. Her copper-green irises were fading to white. Not good. Visions of brain splatter played across Josie’s mind, but she shut them down. She needed to distract Tessa, quickly.

Josie fixed a frown on her face. “Oh my gods, what happened to your hair?”

The color burst back into Tessa’s eyes, the glow diminished. “My hair? What’s wrong with my hair?”

“There is a salon at the center, right?” Josie asked. “Are they open?”

The glow receded and then was gone.

“Oh gods, is it that bad?” Tessa asked, distracted, for the moment, and grounded, once more, in the mortal world—her mortal world, where the state of her hair was paramount. Josie wondered at her sister’s normal upbringing sometimes. If only Josie could be so easily distracted.

“Go upstairs and get dressed. We are going to the salon, right now,” Josie said as if it mattered to her. In fact, all that mattered to her was keeping those three-faced pricks from redecorating the living room with the contents of Tessa’s skull.

Tessa nodded and turned, disappearing into the kitchen.

Josie let out a long breath.

“I can’t believe that worked,” her dad said. “If only I had known—”

“It probably won’t work again,” Josie said. “It’s only going to get worse.” She turned to Judah. “Your mother is the tribe’s charm-maker, correct?”

Caroline, the tribe’s Present Eye, who had been missing, had called the day after Josie had arrived. Apparently, she did live for the moment because, at the last minute, she’d ditched her plans to climb Smith Rock and had taken a week long cruise to Alaska instead. She’d lost her phone somewhere between Seattle and Dutch Harbor. She’d shown up just in time for the funeral.

“Yes,” he said.

“Call her. We need more grounding and centering charms, the most powerful ones she knows. We have to do everything we can to keep Tessa in the here and now.”

After a moment of seeming consideration, Judah took out his phone and thumbed over the screen. His hesitation irritated her, but she let it go—this time. She turned to her dad.

“Dad, I’m sorry for blowing up at you out there,” she said. “You’re right. I am upset. I’m upset that no one seems to be taking the threat of the Earth Goddess seriously. And I really can’t just sit here. I’ll buy a ticket to Osaka. Daisuke is there. He’ll help me. He knows I’m telling the truth—”

“We believe you, Jo—”

She held up her hand, stopping him. “I know you do, Dad, but I cannot stick around and be useless—”

“What about Tessa?” Judah said, taking his phone away from his ear.

Why did his every word chafe her? “What about your mother?” she asked.

“She’s not answering.” He slid the phone back into his pocket. “She probably forgot to charge her phone, or lost it, again. I’ll talk to her as soon as I can, but you’re not really going to leave now, are you?”

“Why? Because you’d miss me so much?”

He stared, not amused. “Because your sister needs you. You have a duty to her.”

The word duty was like a punch in the gut. It was one of the words her mother had used every day. The ghost of her mother’s smoky voice floated up from the depths of her mind, so clear and real that Josie could almost feel her mom’s breath on her ear,

Duty to the Corpora before all things, Josie. That is the right way. That is the only way for the Triune.

“Judah’s right.”

Damn. Those words again? Already?

“Tessa cannot do this on her own,” her dad said. “You must realize that. You are the only one who can help her. You need something to do? Train your sister. Teach her everything that your mother—” His voice hitched.

Oh gods, please no more tears.

Thankfully, he collected himself. “Everything your mom taught you,” he finished. “Trust us. Trust the Core. We want to find whoever did this to your mother, to our Triune, just as much as you do and bring them to justice.” He grasped her arms. “We need you, here, Josie. Your sister needs you. Your Triune needs you. You have to stay.”

“Kuso,” she muttered.

Shit.





Chapter 4

February 25th
Three Weeks Later

JOSIE TOSSED DOWN THE dry erase marker. The Invocation circle for the Fates was left half-drawn on the white board behind her. “That’s it, I’m done.”

Tessa broke away from Judah. “Good. Go away.”

“My pleasure.” Josie knelt stuffing her notes into her bag.

Tessa had the entire second story to herself. Years ago, their dad had transformed the attic into one long partially divided room:  bedroom, bathroom, and a sitting area big enough for a desk, sofa, chair, and a huge TV. Josie had set up a whiteboard in the sitting area which Tessa occasionally glanced at when she wasn’t batting her lashes at Judah.

For the last few weeks, Josie had spent almost every moment attempting to teach Tessa all that their mother had taught her, but Tessa wasn’t a particularly interested or apt student. Once she’d figured out how to tune the Tripartite out, she’d stopped paying attention. It didn’t help that Judah was always draped in some chair nearby. Whenever Josie turned her back, Tessa would sneak over and curl into his lap like a needy kitten.

Josie stood, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “Don’t blame me when your brain explodes.”

“Real nice,” Judah said. “It’s not your sister’s fault she’s the Triune and you’re . . . not.”

Josie looked around. “Did you hear something? Like the obnoxious sound of someone who should mind his own business?”

“Why can’t you two get along?” Tessa pouted, playing with the leather cord around Judah’s neck.

“Why can’t you pay attention? Damn it, Tessa! This is important.”

Tessa’s face darkened. “Why? I’m never going to invoke the Fates. That would be crazy.”

Josie dug her fingers into her forehead. “You never know what you’re going to need to do. You have to be ready, just in case. You’re the Triune. Do you get that? Do you have any idea what that means?”

Tessa wound Judah’s necklace around her finger. “I know it made Mom into a huge bitch.”

The worst part was that Josie couldn’t deny it, but it still felt like having her knee caps ripped out.

“Don’t you care at all that she’s dead?” Josie asked.

“Do you? I haven’t seen you cry once, not even at the funeral.”

“You cry enough for both of us.”

“I’m trying, okay?” Tessa slumped back. “But I haven’t spent my whole life studying for this like you have. You can’t expect me to learn it all in a month.” The back of her hand draped against her forehead like a swooning Southern belle. “I need a break. We’ve been trapped inside forever.” Suddenly, she sat up. “I know, let’s go to the beach.” She grabbed Judah’s shirt. “Let’s take a hike like we used to and have a bonfire. That would be so great.”

“No way,” Josie said.

“Why not?”

“It’s not safe.”

Tessa rolled her eyes and held out her arms. They were bangled in charms:  braided leather ones with feathers and stones, chain mail cuffs, sparkling strings of glass beads. Some of them helped her control the Tripartite, others protected her from various physical dangers. “I’m safe, Josie. Look at me. I’m drowning in safety.”

Josie shook her head. “Those may protect you from here to the tribal center, but a summoner like her—”

“The mysterious earth goddess, you mean?” Tessa clawed her fingers at Judah and bared her teeth. He smirked.

“That’s not funny.”

Tessa dropped her hands. “You don’t think anything is funny.”

Josie slung her bag over her chest and started towards the stairs. “What’s funny about witnessing the murder of someone you love?”

“Josie, wait,” Tessa called.

She caught up with Josie at the top of the steps, grabbing her hand. Josie pulled it away. Tessa was like Dad, so touchy-feely. Josie had been touched more in the last month than she had in the last ten years.

“I know you’re trying to help me,” Tessa said, “and I appreciate it, really. I couldn’t do this without you.”

“You’re not taking this seriously.”

Tessa sagged. “I am taking it seriously, but I’m burned, okay? You don’t know what it’s like—”

Josie turned away. “You’re right. I don’t.” She started down the stairs.

“Josie, that’s not what I meant!” Tessa called after her.

But Josie knew what Tessa meant. Josie didn’t know what it was like to be the Triune. She never would. She was trying not to be bitter about it, but how could there have been such a huge mistake? She’d studied a lot of Core history and had never once read about a mix-up concerning the Triune’s heir. How had she won that crap lottery ticket?

On her way down, she passed a mirror—of course Tessa would want to gaze at herself as she walked up and down the stairs. Josie turned her shoulder towards her reflection, pulling down the collar of her shirt. The circle tattoo—surrounded by symbols for the Corpora Deorum, Covenant, duty, amongst others—was like an old blood stain. The mark of the Triune.

Though it had hurt like nothing Josie had ever experienced, she’d kept silent throughout the marking ritual. In the end, the tattoo had remained on her skin which meant the Covenant had accepted her, the gods had acknowledged her as the heir, and her destiny had been set, except . . . she wasn’t the Triune.

“What happened?” she murmured.

“Maybe you’re defective,” Judah said, somehow having descended the constantly groaning stairs without making a sound. Maybe he was light on his feet because he inclined toward the air elements. Maybe he was the Fog God; he seemed evil enough. Why were the most attractive guys such jerks? But she pushed away any thoughts she had about his good looks. Firstly, he was her sister’s boyfriend. Secondly, he was an arrogant ass. It didn’t matter what he looked like.

She moved quickly into the dim hallway. When she reached her door, she turned. “Leaving so soon? Got other places to be useless?”

He reached into his pocket and took out his keys. “I’m going to pick up my sister, Simone. She’s been on a mission for the last month.”

“How . . . human.” She opened the door to her tiny bedroom that had once been her dad’s home office.

“You should try it sometime,” he said.

“You’re one to talk.”

“You’re just pissed off because you’re not the Triune. That must suck. One minute you’re Miss High-and-Mighty, and now you’re Miss Nobody. Worse than that, you’re the Triune’s older sister who was passed over. You can’t summon the Tripartite. You can’t summon anything. No wonder you were sent the rejection letter.” He bounced his keys in his hand like he was testing their weight. “You’d think someone would’ve realized it sooner.”

Her desire to see him flat on his back knocked out cold was quickly evolving into an urge to push him off a very high tower and watch him fall a long, long way.

She leaned back against her bedroom door. “I’m sorry. I was wrong about you.”

He spun his ring around his finger. One ring. No decoys to make it harder for some crafty summoner to steal it and thus any masks he might’ve had in his stash.

“It’s not going to work. Whatever you’re about to say. I don’t care,” he said.

“No. Why would you? In order to care you’d actually have to be a human. My mistake.”

She shut the door, cursing under her breath. What did Tessa see in that goat scrotum, besides his pretty face? Not that she was acknowledging that he was good-looking. For her sister’s sake and her own, she was staunchly curtailing all thoughts about Judah other than the ones that involved putting him in his place, which ideally would’ve been out of her life entirely.

She tossed her bag onto the bed, a saggy futon that her dad and the goat sack had brought up from the basement. The former office was hardly big enough for the futon and the old dresser that, in its most recent past life, had been in the garage filled with tools her dad hadn’t used since he’d completed the house’s renovation.

She moved aside the stacks of books she’d borrowed from the tribe’s archives, dropped onto the bed, and stared through the French doors to the deck out back.

Dad had been momentarily hesitant about giving her a room with its own entrance, but Tessa had laughed and reminded him that Josie was probably more responsible than he was. And she was right.

Dad was too laissez-faire as far as Josie was concerned. He let Tessa do whatever she wanted and he was never around. Too busy working and being a puppy dog to his girlfriend, the dental hygienist. Even though Mom had dissolved their marriage by Core laws and they’d been officially divorced for thirteen years, it still irked Josie that her dad was shacking up with some perky little teeth-scraper—Ashley.

She slipped on her shoes—Dad preferred they didn’t wear them in the house. Thankfully, he had found time to pick her up a few pairs. He kept saying that Ashley would love to take her shopping for clothes, but Josie preferred squeezing into Tessa’s cast-offs over bonding with Dad’s girlfriend.

She couldn’t understand how any of them could continue with their lives, shopping, snuggling, and dreaming about trips to the beach, while the Earth Goddess was at large. Hardly a minute went by in which Josie wasn’t haunted by the memory of her mother and her mother’s murder. Every time she closed her eyes she saw fog and blood.

But she had decided that Judah was right (damn him). Tessa did need Josie’s help, even if she didn’t always act like she wanted it. Training the Triune for the trials was Josie’s duty now. Earth Mama had been after Josie—assuming that Josie would be the next Triune—for whatever reason. To kill her too? If that were the case, why hadn’t Earth Mama just done it when she’d had the chance? Josie didn’t know. One of the dozens of unanswered questions that kept her up at night.

Whatever the answer, Tessa was in danger. Earth Mama would turn up again. Josie had to make sure Tessa wasn’t caught off guard, like their mom had been. One more reason Tessa’s lack of dedication was so frustrating. Not only could the Tripartite kill her if she didn’t take her training more seriously, but Earth Mama was out there too—waiting.

Josie retrieved her whittling tools and the figurine she’d been working on, a crab, and went outside. As she ran her knife along the jagged teeth of the crab’s claw, she was surprised at how much she missed the stupid little clack-clack-clackers. And the island.

She’d never liked the Triune’s Island. It was only supposed to be a repository—not a permanent residence. This was evidenced by the crumbling architecture and the lack of life, other than the vegetation and the crabs. Mom had done her best to spruce it up—curtains, pillows, oil lanterns, and lots of batteries, so Josie could listen to music or watch movies when she wasn’t studying or training—but it remained a forlorn place. The island was out of time, between the mortal world and Beyond, shrouded in mist. No day, no night. And always the mutter of primordial gods in the forgotten distance. Mom had claimed she couldn’t hear them, but Josie was sure her mom had just been trying to shut her up. Josie had opted to keep her headphones on most of the time to drown out the gods’ constant complaining about being taken for granted.

As surprised as she was by her occasional nostalgia for the island, she was just as surprised by moments like these in Portland. Out on the redwood deck, she experienced an odd sense of ease. Instead of blaring music to drown out the primordial gods’ bitching, she could lose herself in the birds’ songs and the soft patter of water dripping off the deck’s roof. The air was thick, heavy with oxygen, like it wanted to be breathed—not like the air on the island which tasted acidic, sulfurish, alien. And unlike the gray, ghostly ruins of the island, she was surrounded by thick, spiraling evergreen trees.

In these moments, she felt like she was on the verge of understanding something, some sense of place she’d once known about but had forgotten. Everything was permanent here. The buildings, the trees, the people, they . . . stayed. That had a certain appeal.

She had attempted to maintain her strict routine of training and studying, and had even coaxed Tessa into joining her for a few days, but that had quickly proven pointless. Portland managed to thwart her every effort at reestablishing her Triune-training regimen. Something was always interrupting.

“Hey. There you are.” Beech appeared in the gap between the back edge of the house and the front of the garage.

He grinned that crooked grin of his that had, lately, been leaving her a little muddled.

She guessed she was developing a crush on him, but she’d never crushed on anyone. Not anyone real. Movie stars and manga characters probably didn’t count.

Her mom had stomped out all flickers Josie might’ve felt for anyone over the last few years. For your own good, her mom had said. When it’s time, I’ll introduce you to a select few young men who, you can be assured, understand what it means to be with a Triune.

Josie had trusted her mom, so it hadn’t taken long before Josie was extinguishing any errant sparks for herself. Lately though, her mom had been allowing Daisuke to meet them more often whenever she and Josie were on the mortal plane. Daisuke was probably one of those young men who would’ve been suitable for a Triune, but Josie and Daisuke had decided years ago that they were only friends.

So Josie wasn’t entirely sure what she was feeling. Beech stopped by every day, sometimes multiple times, to say hi and see what she was doing. And she was sort of starting to like that about Portland too. The freedom to feel something and not have to worry that it might interfere with her duty, that was new. And a bit overwhelming. She was keeping herself as tightly controlled as she could. She still had a duty to her sister, her Triune. Nothing was more important. Anything that might interfere with that she banished into the dark forgetting place of her mind—the oubliette. In spite of her frustration, she would keep training her sister until Tessa was enough of a Triune to command Josie to stop.

Beech hopped over the step onto the deck and plunked his skateboard down, rolling it ahead of him. He slid onto the bench, close enough that his knee touched hers, even though there was twenty feet of seating on the deck.

“The whittling thing is cool.” He draped his arm behind her. “I told my mom about it. She wants you to come down to the art lab.”

Josie blew away the shavings, running her thumb over the soft basswood. “Why would I want to do that?”

“It would get you out of the house.”

“Yeah, but not away from my sister and her shithead of a boyfriend.”

“Judah is a chode,” Beech agreed. “But he and Tessa don’t hang out in the art lab. They wouldn’t want to ruin their manicures and overpriced shoes.”

She snorted, still carving and still very aware of his leg touching hers.

He leaned forward. “Come on, Josie, you need to get out of here.”

“So everyone at the center can gawk at the girl-who-was-supposed-to-be-Triune? Sounds like fun.”

“Screw them. You don’t really care what they think, do you?”

She worked the blade into the crab’s claw, sharpening the points. “It’s not that I care. I just don’t want to deal with it.”

“You’re going to have to deal with it sooner or later.” His hand wrapped around her arm, squeezing. “If I were you, I’d be stoked.”

“Stoked?”

“Hell yeah. You’re free. You don’t have to be the Tripartite’s slave. You don’t have to spend the rest of your life overseeing every stupid ceremony and ruler-slapping naughty summoners every time they drink a little blood. You can do whatever you want. Go wherever you want. If I were you, I’d give these mofos the finger and hit the road.”

She smiled a little. Beech made it easy to smile.

“Oh, yeah? Where would you go?” she asked.

“Wherever I want. I’d hop a train. Or hitch a ride. Go wherever the road leads.”

The glint in his eyes was like sun-sparks on green water. As much as she enjoyed it, and just being around him, what he was saying didn’t speak to her. She’d spent the last ten years hopping all over the world, to every sister tribe on the globe.

“Sounds like you’d rather be somewhere else,” she said, returning to her carving.

He squeezed her arm tighter. “Right now, there’s nowhere else I want to be.”

Her smile widened, all on its own.

“That’s pretty amazing,” he said. “You should do that more often.”

The weirdest thing was happening; her skin was growing warm. Was she actually blushing? She couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.

She straightened her face. “I’m going to be honest. I’m pretty inept with all this . . . personal interaction stuff, so . . . are you flirting with me?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Oh.” She smiled again, looking down at the flat little crab in her hand. She hadn’t given the crab a name yet. She’d have to wait until he was finished to learn his name.

“But I need to tell you something.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“Not really. I just don’t believe in monogamy, as a general rule.”

She stopped carving. “So, what do you believe as a general rule?”

“Nothing,” he said. “I don’t believe in generalities and I don’t really believe in rules either, other than believing that there are always exceptions.”

“What are you saying? You like me, but you don’t want to get married? There go my plans.”

“I just want to be up front with you,” he said, “because I do like you. I don’t want any hurt feelings later on.”

“Who says there’s going to be a later on?”

“Nobody. That’s why I’m telling you this now. So you can decide if you want there to be a later on. Some people are cool with it and some aren’t. There’s nothing wrong with that. I’d be a hypocrite if I said there was. But I know what doesn’t work for me. If you’re interested in finding some dude to give you the fairy tale ending, that’s not me.”

“Then who are you?”

He leaned back again, grinning. “I’m Beech.”

She smiled in spite of herself. She didn’t know what to think about his bluntness or what he was telling her.

“It must be nice to know what you believe.” And who you are. “I’m not sure I do anymore.”

“Exactly,” he said. “You’ve just been blown out of a super-heady relationship. You put in all the time and all the investment and the Tripartite screwed you over. Not cool. You played by the rules, you did what you were told, and what did it get you? So forget about all that. Forget about them. Forget about your sister and the tribe and everybody. Screw all of them. Do what you want to do, whatever it is. And if you want to do it with me . . . all the better.”

“So you’re the man of the moment, is that it?”

He prodded her arm with his finger. “That is exactly it. Live in the moment. Live for this moment. Forget the past. Don’t worry about the future. Just be here now. And relax.” He grabbed her shoulder and shook her playfully. “You’re so damned tense all the time.”

When he stopped, his hand slid down from her shoulder to her lower back and stayed. It felt good.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Don’t know what?”

“Anything. Everything I thought I knew turned out to be a lie.”

“Maybe not everything,” he said. “But so what if it was? Like I said, screw them. Now are you coming to the center with me or not?”

“Right now?”

“Yeah, right now. This very moment. Stand up.” He took her arm and pulled her to feet. “Here we go.”

“I should tell someone . . .”

“Tell who? I just saw your sister leaving with Prince Chode, and I know your dad’s not home.”

She stopped, planting her feet. “Tessa left?”

“Yeah, and she didn’t bother to tell you, did she? So screw her. Let’s go.”

“She can’t just—”

“Don’t worry about her. Judah’s as tight over the rules as the Tripartite. He won’t let her go anywhere without every tribal member’s stamp of approval. He probably took her straight to the center. Do not stop. Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred dollars. Dude needs to relax almost as much as you. You can yell at Tessa when we get there. Or not. If she can’t figure out how to protect herself, it’s not your fault. She’s the Triune now. Let her worry about protecting herself.”

Maybe some of what he said spoke to her.

She smiled, bemused. “Can I grab my bag first?”

“If you have to.”

She gazed at him. “Are you going to get me in trouble?”

He grinned. “Only if you let me.”





Chapter 5

February 25th

AS SOON AS THEY opened the door, the room went silent. Everyone stared at them.

As much as Josie had thought this would bother her, she found she was accustomed to the staring. People had always stared at her. The only thing that had changed was the reason. Before, they’d thought she was someone important. Now, they just thought she was a reject. A couple of the tween girls at the easels whispered and snickered, but the rest simply gaped.

Upstairs from the ceramic café, the art lab was large—white walls and concrete floors. Cabinets lined both sides. Tables clustered in the middle. Across the room, near the windows, sat easels and ceramic wheels. A dozen tribal kids were there, most of them under the age of fifteen. Core kids were generally homeschooled—in the countries where formal schooling was an option. In Portland’s tribe, homeschooling meant studying with tribal elders.

“Hi, Baby Bear,” Beech’s mom, Gretchen, said from behind a stack of coils on one of the tables. She straightened up, her exposed arms defined and tattooed with Core designs. A wide smile spread over her lean square face. Her eyes were the same brilliant green as Beech’s. “Josie,”—her grin was almost as crooked-mischievous as her son’s—“about time. I’ve been hassling Beech to get you down here for weeks. I was beginning to think he’d lost all his charm.”

“Charm? It was more like coercion,” Josie said.

“You’re uncharmable,” he said.

“Too bad for you.”

“Well, whatever works,” Gretchen said with a wink. “I hear you whittle.”

“It’s just a hobby.”

“Ever tried your hand at weaving?” Gretchen held up a coil of dark reed. “I’m just about to give a tutorial. Care to join us?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“I’ve got to hook up with Ty at the café for a few minutes,” Beech said. “He wants me to post flyers for his band. I’m supposed to pick them up.”

Josie frowned at him. “You’re leaving?”

Beech grinned and lowered his voice. “They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.” He caught her hand and gave it a tug. “I’ll be back in a few.”

Gretchen took Josie by the shoulders. “Why don’t you sit with . . . Kai.” She ushered Josie to a table in the back. Its occupant was a teen about Josie’s age, whose bangs hung in dark chunks over one eye. His other eye, traced in black eyeliner, tracked Josie as Gretchen propelled her down into the chair next to him.

Josie searched her memory but couldn’t pull up anything on the rail-thin kid with the dramatic cheek bones and long fingers—nails painted different colors. His vivid polychromatic fingertips struck her, reminding her of the colorful sheds at Brighton Beach, especially since the rest of his outfit was all one hue—black. His leg bounced at rapid fire.

Something about him was familiar. She was sure she’d met him before, but she’d met so many people over the years. A few of the other kids in the room were also familiar to her, but only in relation to their parents or grandparents who were elders or matriarchs. None of them said hello or greeted her.

Gretchen returned to the front of the room, clapping her hands to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, my fledglings, weaving. By the end of the day, you’ll love it as much as I do.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Kai muttered, giving Josie a sideswiped half-grin.

“I heard that, Kai,” Gretchen said. “And I’ll take that bet.”

Gretchen proceeded to walk them through the basics:  soaking the reed until it was workable and stank like an old hippie resale shop, then dividing the reeds into spokes and weavers, punching holes in the spokes to create a base. Once Gretchen had helped them with the base and showed them how to work the pattern, Josie fell into the rhythm of weaving. Kai ignored her and that seemed about as good as it was going to get with him. Josie was fine with it.

After a time, Gretchen squatted next to the table. “Josie, that’s beautiful. You’re a real natural. Let me show you how to finish.”

As Gretchen helped Josie complete the rim of the basket, Josie glanced up at the clock. She wondered what Beech had meant when he’d said he’d be back in a few. A few hours?

Then her basket was done.

“Nice work,” Gretchen said, smiling widely and patting Josie on the shoulder. Josie smiled back. Another thing she hadn’t done much of, but thanks to Beech, and now Gretchen, she was doing it more often too.

Gretchen left to check on another table.

“Since you’re done with that one”—Kai pushed his splayed, hardly touched basket towards her—“why don’t you finish mine too?”

He pulled his phone from his pocket and leaned back.

She put her own basket aside. Just then, a petite, pixie-faced girl with spiky, pink and purple hair opened the door. Her face fell. “I missed weaving?”

“Simone!” Gretchen held out her arms and swept the girl into a tight, rocking squeeze. “How was your mission?”

Simone mirrored Gretchen’s wide smile. “Great.”

“She’s lying,” Kai murmured. He shoved his phone back into his pocket and stood up.

Gretchen plucked Simone’s chin. “Don’t worry about it, kiddo.” She gave Simone another hug and then let her go.

Simone toyed with the plastic bead bracelets around her wrists, looking crestfallen. Josie couldn’t help but notice that Simone was the only other person in the room not wearing any rings. Even the younger kids wore them, which meant they’d been able to summon at least one god. Not that they had any masks in their stashes, but they still wore the rings as a marker of their accomplishment.

Simone saw Kai and brightened. They met halfway. Kai kissed her . . . really kissed her. Two of the younger basket weavers started gagging and turning red. One of the painters in the back called, “Get a condom!”

Even Josie looked away. She heard Kai say, “I missed you so much.” It sounded like he really meant it.

Simone’s face matched the pink parts of her hair by the time she’d come to Josie’s table with Kai. Josie busied herself taking Kai’s basket apart and starting another shape entirely.

“Hey,” Simone said, hazel eyes big and shining. Her cheeks were lightly freckled and her nose upturned. She reminded Josie of a manga-pixie. “You’re Josie Day.”

“Guilty.”

“I’m Simone.”

Simone. Her name was familiar . . . Josie’s heart sank.

“You’re Judah’s sister.”

“Also guilty,” Simone said, sitting down next to her.

“Foster sister,” Kai corrected, pulling up another chair. “No blood relation.”

“Judah is my brother,” Simone said. “Blood or not.”

Kai looked grim, but he didn’t argue. Josie appreciated Simone’s willingness to stick up for her brother, even if he was Judah. She wasn’t sure her sister would’ve done the same for her and they were definitely blood-related.

Foster kids were common in the Corpora. Summoning the gods was dangerous under the best of circumstances. Having the power to control water, earth, air, and fire often led to the inability to control them, which also often led to dying. When kids found themselves without parents, sometimes they were sent to other tribes, especially if they were young. The tradition kept relations between the sister tribes strong and the bloodlines from getting too thin. People didn’t have to marry within the Core, but it was encouraged, as introducing a civilian—terrae, as they were called—into the world of the Core was both a tedious and dangerous process. If the Covenant did not find a nominated terrae able or worthy, the nominee could be killed. Many tribe members chose to give up their attachment to the Core when they fell in love with terrae, rather than put their loved one through the rites of conversion.

“Judah is the best brother a girl could have,” Simone said to Josie, since Kai clearly didn’t look interested in the topic. He was staring up at the ceiling like he’d heard her say this many times before. “Really.”

“Are you a foster kid too?” Josie asked Kai as a way of changing the subject.

His dark eye fixed on her. “Why do you think that?”

“I don’t remember you,” she said, ignoring his defensive tone.

“Yes, he is,” Simone said, defusing the tension with a few simple words. “Did you make that?” She reached over and plucked the little basket from the corner of the table. “Cool.”

“Keep it,” Josie said.

“Thanks,” Simone said with grin. She turned to Kai. “Where’s yours?”

“Your new BFF is tearing it apart,” he said.

“No, she’s not,” Simone said. “What are you doing to it?”

Josie looked down at the oblong, amorphous shape forming before her. “I don’t know. Just messing around.” Her gaze caught on the bracelets around Simone’s wrists. The cheap rainbow-colored beads were carved with tiny symbols—some intricate and powerful. She leaned in closer. “Did you make these?”

Simone plucked at her bracelets. “Uh-huh.”

“She’s the best charm-maker in the tribe,” Kai said.

“No, I’m not,” Simone said. “I learned everything from my mom and brother. They’re the best in the tribe.” Simone fiddled with a bit of discarded reed, winding it through her fingers. “But they’re powerful summoners too. Charms are the only thing I can do.”

“Don’t take it for granted. Skilled charm-makers are rarer by far than summoners,” Josie said. “The power a charm can channel, without all the blowback and godly BS? That’s worth something. I know tribes who would kill to have a talented young charm-maker like you. It’s an underrated art and crucial to the safety and functioning of the Core as a whole. Our tribe is fortunate to have you. I hope they realize it.”

Simone and Kai gazed at her. Simone looked like she was about to cry—happy tears. And Kai’s dark eyes were less brittle-edged than they had been earlier.

“I realize it,” Kai said, his sideswiped grin widening.

The room had gone quiet. Josie realized then that everyone had been eavesdropping on them. She hunched over the reeds. Her hands moved faster and faster, but her mind was elsewhere. She hadn’t meant to make a speech. She’d only said what she knew to be true.

Simone beamed. “Well, I would be proud to be able to weave like you can. Look at this awesome basket.”

Josie arched her eyebrow. Simone’s smile was the kind that couldn’t be refused. Josie smiled back.

“I’m looking forward to a long life full of basket weaving,” Josie said.

The noise in the room seemed to be returning to its normal teenage levels.

“Are you insulting the basket?” Simone cradled the basket to her chest and rocked it like a child. “It’s okay. She didn’t mean it.” She stroked the glossy reeds. “I’m going to call him Henry.” She set the basket neatly on the table in front of her. “Maybe he’ll grow up to be a plant holder. A mother can hope.”

Josie snorted. “You’re weird.”

Simone sagged a bit. “I know.”

“I like it.”

Simone’s face brightened again.

At that moment, Beech returned, loping into the room.

“Look at you.” He sat on the edge of Josie’s table. “Making friends.”

“And baskets,” Simone said, displaying the basket on her palms.

“Nice.”

Josie picked up the utility knife and cut into the reeds she had woven.

“Where have you been?” Beech asked Simone.

“Mission,” Simone said. “Up at Crater Lake. Three weeks.”

“Any luck?”

Simone shook her head. “I prayed, I fasted, I burnt offerings. I tried about a dozen masks. Nothing.”

“Maybe you should’ve killed a couple a tourists, spilled a little blood,” Beech said with a wicked grin. “That always brings the gods out.”

Simone’s mouth fell open. “You shouldn’t talk like that . . .” Manga eyes flicked in Josie’s direction.

“Josie doesn’t care, do you?” he said. “She’s not the deputy anymore. She’s turned outlaw.”

Josie didn’t like to hear anyone talk about bloodspilling, jokingly or otherwise. But she didn’t have to be so duty-bound that she couldn’t let a casual remark pass.

“Even if you don’t summon a god, it doesn’t matter because as a charm-maker, you’re more valuable than half the summoners out there. But I’m sure you’ll summon a god sooner or later, most charm-makers can,” Josie said to Simone. “You just have to find the right one.”

“How about this one?” Beech said.

Josie frowned up at him. “What do you mean?”

Beech gestured to the mask in front of her, the one she’d been weaving without realizing. She stared down at the face staring back up at her.

“Too bad you can’t make a mask for real,” Kai muttered, not looking up from his phone.

“Yeah, you could make me the face of a god who would actually show up when I call,” Simone said, dropping her chin to her hand. “When was the last time the actual face of a god was made material?”

“Before the last demigod died.” Josie studied the mask in front of her. Something was missing. “A thousand years. Maybe longer.”

“It’s crazy to think that all the masks we have are a thousand years old,” Simone said.

“And the ones we have aren’t even the really ancient masks,” Kai said. “You should hear my ‘brother’ wax poetic about the tribe’s archived masks, all smashed to smithereens, abandoned and unappreciated, except by him, their sole curator and guardian. Guy really needs to cultivate a hobby.” Kai made a jerking-off gesture with his hand.

Crude as it was, Josie couldn’t help but grin a little. She straightened her face. “Most of the ancient masks were destroyed for a reason,” she said, thinking of Earth Mama.

Earth Mama’s mask must’ve been very old, possibly ancient—from one of the early eras of the Core, before it had even been called such, possibly from the Age of Manifestation even, which could make it almost two thousand years old. The older it was, the more inherent power the god possessed. Blood sacrifice couldn’t make a god more powerful, only bring forth more of a god’s power to the mortal plane. And Earth Mama had a lot of power. Thinking about Earth Mama caused a swell of fury to pass through Josie that was so strong her vision warped.

On the table, the dark strands making up the mask seemed to slither. The gaping mouth appeared to smile.

“And the rest of the ancient masks are locked away from all you mischievous little bunnies,” Beech said. “You might have too much fun with them.”

“Do you have any masks, Beech?” Kai asked.

“Do you?” Beech asked.

Only the Eye and the matriarchs knew who possessed masks in the tribe. Each tribe only had so many available. A great deal of training and trust was required for a person to earn full possession of a mask, even if that person was the only one who was able to use it. Gods could be picky that way. They chose who they liked and didn’t like. A mask that worked perfectly well for one summoner might not work at all for another. Other times, a summoner might’ve been in possession of a god but not fully capable of using the god’s power. Mom had called those situations “bad fits.” Like gods were shoes.

“Yeah, I have loads of the masks,” Kai said with that same half-smile that Josie was starting to find sort of endearing. “You know—one for sunny days, one for rainy days . . .”

An image flashed in Josie’s mind. A symbol—like a broad tree, branches dripping with water, surrounded by a circle. A Core symbol. Without thinking, she carved it into the forehead of the mask.

The symbol glowed and then vanished. She blinked. What the—

“Me too,” Beech was saying to Kai. “In fact I’ve got my own personal mask-maker right here.” He picked up the mask before Josie could stop him and brought it to his face. “How does it fit?”

The reeds came alive, wriggling like snakes. They shot out from the mask and mummified Beech. Thunder rolled. Oxygen filled the air—greener even than the air of a Portland.

A second was all it took for Beech take possession of the god.

Josie stared, stupefied.

Simone and Kai jumped out of their seats, scrambling away.

Someone screamed. Chairs clattered as they fell. People were shouting.

The god, a rainforest god, Josie knew without knowing how she knew, smiled down at her. Its voice was like a massive tree groaning in the wind.

“He’s a bit loose,” the god said.

Beech’s tattooed hands appeared through the tangled guise of green-black vines. His fingers stuck under the edge of the mask, straining. The mask came free, flying through the air, hitting the cabinets, and falling at Kai and Simone’s feet. Simone squealed and cowered against Kai. Beech fell back, landing on his butt. Josie jumped up, leaning over the table.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He stared up at her, wide-eyed.

Gretchen ran over to him. “What was that? What happened?”

Everyone else had retreated to the corners of the room.

Kai reached down and picked up the mask. Simone grabbed his T-shirt, like the mask might hurt him. He gazed down at the mask and then up at Josie.

His sideswiped smile returned. “I think I’m starting to love weaving.”





Chapter 6

February 25th

THE EYE SAT AT the front of the sanctum.

Over the years, Josie had seen sanctums of every variety:  incense and charm-filled, dark and mysterious; vast and august, marble pillars and sun-filled windows; primitive and simple, a cave or a hut or just a spot under a sacred tree.

In Portland, the sanctum had a classroom feel, plastic chairs and folding tables, except the latte-hued walls were painted with white symbols, protective circles and ritual praises. Crystals and stones hung in the windows, charms of various types. The Eye, fully assembled, looked like PTA members.

Caroline, the Present Eye, sat in the middle. She was a golden-haired beauty like her son, with the same cleft in her chin and blue eyes. But her eyes were alive, dancing and flickering, warm, unlike Judah’s cool and critical ones. At the moment though, Caroline’s were darkened by concern. Nancy, to her right, was stern as steel. Lily looked paler than ever, her hair even more garishly red against her pasty complexion.

The rest of the witnesses, kids who had seen Beech go into possession of the god, had already given their testimony and been excused. Gretchen, Beech, Kai, and Simone remained, clustered to Josie’s right, near the wall. Her dad stood behind her. To her left was Tessa. Judah was posed behind Tessa in bodyguard fashion. A handful of matriarchs sat in the chairs, most of them white-haired and skeptical-eyed.

“I think,” Caroline said after she, Lily, and Nancy had conferred quietly, “we would like to see it for ourselves.”

“You want me to make another, Honorable Mother?” Josie asked.

A pregnant silence filled the air.

Caroline leaned towards her, eyes alight. “Do you think you could do that?”

Josie pursed her lips. Not sure how to answer.

“Of course she can’t.” Nancy leaned back in her chair, speaking for all the skeptics in the room. “It’s not possible.”

A murmur of assent issued from the matriarchs behind Josie. Frankly, Josie was inclined to agree with them.

“Why don’t we start with this one?” Caroline touched the rainforest god’s face lightly. “I think we can all agree that she did make this one, can’t we?” she asked Nancy.

“It’s a stunt,” Nancy said. “It’s well-known that the Triune possesses countless confiscated masks. The girl must have stolen it and brought it with her.”

“That’s not true,” Josie blurted out. Hastily, she added, “Forgive my interruption, Venerable Eye.”

Nancy’s nostrils flared. Her eyes forgave nothing. “No doubt the girl wants attention. Being out of the spotlight must be a difficult adjustment to make for a young lady.”

Josie ground her teeth but held her tongue. She looked at her sister. Tessa twisted her hair around her fingers, looking uncertain. That figured.

“Please, Honorable Sisters, may I speak?” Gretchen said. “We saw Josie make that mask, and we saw Beech go into possession of the god.”

“You didn’t say you saw her produce the mask,” Nancy corrected.

“That’s true, but—”

“Righteous Mothers, pardon me, but we saw her,” Simone spoke up. “She did make it.” She gave Kai a punch on the arm. “Right?”

“What does it matter? They don’t believe us,” Kai muttered, not looking up from his phone. “We already told them. Why would they believe a couple of foster kids?”

The matriarchs grumbled.

Nancy’s hands flattened on the table. “Watch yourself, young man.”

“Serene Mothers,”—Beech stepped forward—“if I may, I saw it too. Josie didn’t pull that mask from some secret stash or smuggle it into the room. When I came in, it was just a bunch of reeds on the table. I saw her weave it. She made it. She made the face of a god.”

Maybe Kai had been right about foster kids, because Beech’s testimony seemed to hold more sway than either his or Simone’s—among the matriarchs anyway. Nancy still didn’t look convinced.

“First,” Caroline said, lifting the mask with her fingertips, “let’s see if it works.” She held it out to Lily. “You’re tied most strongly to the earth, Sister. If this is a tree god—”

“Rainforest, Mother,” Josie murmured, though her voice carried anyway.

“One word out of turn, young woman, just one.” Nancy lifted her finger at Josie. “You have earned nothing in this tribe. You will remain silent before the Eye, and once this ruse of yours is proven, you will be punished accordingly.”

Josie’s hands clenched at her sides.

Lily gave Josie a sympathetic look as she took the mask. Tentatively, she brought it to her soft, round face.

Nothing happened.

Nancy let out a soft um-hmm.

But then, slowly, the reeds flexed, like they were stretching. Again, thunder purred. A soft rustle, like the whish of rain, breezed through the room. Lily clearly had more control than Beech. Though the appearance of the god’s guise was just as quick as Beech’s, it wasn’t as dramatic. The writhing reeds that surrounded her were more subdued, less like snakes and more like vines gently swaying.

Lily stood up from her seat. In the god’s guise, she appeared thicker and taller.

“We are in possession,” Lily said in her nasal squeak and the god’s groaning voice.

“We can see that,” Nancy said. “And what do you say, God of the Trees?”

The god’s face turned towards Nancy. Its eyes were vibrant jungle green, pulsing faintly. A grumbled response issued from the god.

Josie let out a short laugh.

Everyone frowned at her.

“You heard him?” Lily asked.

“Yes . . .” Josie looked around.

Apparently, no one else had heard the god’s reply to Nancy’s question.

“What did he say?” Lily asked.

“Oh, tell them,” the god groaned again. The reeds of his guise twisted into a grin.

Josie hesitated, but then met Nancy’s fierce, doubt-filled gaze.

“He said, as a tree god, he could help you get that stick out of your ass—”

Simone, Kai, and Beech laughed. Gretchen tried to hide her grin behind her fist. The matriarchs grumbled.

Nancy shot up. “That’s it—”

“No, Sister,” Lily cut in. “That is what the god said.” She reached up and removed the mask. The vines blew away, vanishing like smoke. She laid the mask on the table and then sagged into her seat, looking even more exhausted than before, but her gaze was fixed on Josie, bright and probing.

Nancy’s face remained implacable. She turned to Josie’s allies, who were still chuckling. “We’ve heard your testimony. You may leave. Now.”

Gretchen tugged on the sleeve of Beech’s hoodie and led them out. She gave Josie a wink as she passed. Simone and Kai followed. Simone mouthed the words, It’s okay. Kai flashed his half-smile. Beech clasped her wrist briefly, running his thumb over her skin. Then they were gone.

Josie had thought she’d felt alone before, but she’d been wrong. Now she felt alone, even with her dad and sister in the room.

Nancy turned towards Lily. “Were you able to learn the truth from the god concerning the origin of its mask?”

Lily stopped scrutinizing Josie to look at Nancy. “No. He was unwilling to share that with me.”

Thanks a lot, Josie thought. Gods could be such jerks.

“May I say something?” Tessa asked, looking more like an uncomfortable fifteen-year-old than the leader of the Core.

Nancy frowned.

“Of course, Divine Mother,” Caroline said, smiling. “Please.”

“Why don’t we just have Josie make another one?” Tessa asked.

Caroline nodded. “I was just about to suggest the same thing.” She turned to Nancy. “Sister?”

Nancy didn’t reply. A web of pucker lines creased her face.

Josie rubbed her thumb against her forefinger, her pulse skipping beats. She didn’t know how she’d made the first one. She wasn’t sure if she could do it again. Or even how to start.

Lily was already nodding her head before anyone asked. “I agree.”

The matriarchs murmured their general assent.

Caroline turned to Josie. “What do you need?”

Good question.
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“Ridiculous,” Nancy said. “We’ve been here for two hours. How much longer are we going to allow this farce to continue?”

Caroline set her coffee mug on the table. “Josie?”

Various crafting supplies were spread before her:  clay, branches, leaves, stones, more reeds. Josie hadn’t touched them.

She glanced over at Tessa, who was immersed in her phone. Judah was sprawled in a chair beside Tessa, staring at Josie with a smug look that said, I knew you were lying. Josie’s hand closed around a smooth river stone. It wouldn’t kill him, just bloody his pretty face a little. Maybe break his perfect nose.

She released the stone. Better not. She was already in enough trouble.

She looked at Caroline, no one else. “I can’t, Honorable Mother.”

“Of course you can’t,” Nancy said. “Now, if you admit the truth and apologize, perhaps we will be lenient.”

Josie’s hand closed around the stone again. “I wasn’t lying, Venerable Eye.”

“Then prove it,” Nancy said.

“I can’t,” Josie said. “It doesn’t work like that . . .”

In fact, she had no idea how it worked or why it had worked in the first place. Maybe it had been a fluke.

She couldn’t deny she’d made a mask. She’d been there. She’d seen it. She had brought forth the face of a god, but how and why and if she could again, she had no idea. There were no mask-makers. They were ancient history. If she’d been in Nancy’s position, she would’ve been just as skeptical, although she hoped not as viciously so.

“Because it doesn’t work at all,” Nancy stated.

No throwing rocks at the Future Eye, Josie reminded herself. That was definitely against the rules, no matter how much she’s asking for it.

“Maybe we should take a break. Try again tomorrow?” Lily asked softly.

“And waste another day? Not all of us spend our days idle in the garden and escorting the youth on nature hikes, Lilith. Some of us have lives to lead.” Nancy stood up. “I’m not going to sit through any more of this girl’s performances. Once you are ready to deal with her properly, I will happily return. For the moment, Sisters, you’ll have to excuse me.”

“Nan—” Lily called as Nancy grabbed her purse and coat and stormed out of the room, leaving a trail of frost and orchid-scented perfume.

“We’ll try again,” Caroline said to Josie kindly. “Not tomorrow though, I have to go to Eugene for a conference,” she said to Lily. “I’ll be back Monday.”

Lily nodded, looking wistfully at Josie, like she was secretly wishing Josie had been able to produce another mask. She wasn’t alone. Josie wished she could too. She wished she knew how she’d done it in the first place.

“Monday then.”

Great. Now the tribe had all weekend to hear about how she was not only a reject but a liar and drama queen too. She was sure that was what Nancy and the matriarchs and Judah would be telling everyone.

Metal chair legs scraped across the floor as the room cleared out. Josie continued to sit, staring at the supplies arrayed before her. How had she made the mask? She hadn’t been thinking about it. She’d just done it. It was as if the god had been inside the reeds, waiting to be found. She hadn’t so much made his face as discovered it, like some forgotten relic buried in the thick grass.

Her dad put his hand on her shoulder.

“Let’s go, honey,” he said.

“You believe me, don’t you, Dad?”

He gave her a weak smile, but didn’t answer.

Even her father thought she was a liar.





Chapter 7

March 3rd
A Week Later

“YOU’RE NOT WEARING THAT, are you?” Tessa’s nose crinkled when Josie came into the kitchen Sunday morning.

Josie looked down at the skintight shirt and painted-on jeans. “If you don’t like the outfit, don’t blame me, it used to be yours.”

“It looked better on me,” Tessa said.

“No argument here,” Josie muttered.

She shuffled around Tessa to the coffee pot. She frowned at Judah, who was sipping coffee at the corner table. “Don’t you have a home?”

“We need to go shopping,” Tessa said to her.

“I already ordered new clothes online.”

“Without me? Well, next chance we get, we’re going anyway. But today, we’re going to the beach.”

Josie almost dropped the coffee pot. Steaming black liquid slopped onto the counter. “What?”

“I told you yesterday. Dad said it was okay, but only if you came with us. And the Eye agreed. Caroline gave me this” —she lifted the giant crystal hanging on her necklace, like Josie couldn’t see it. The stone was the size of a golf ball—“for extra protection.”

Josie shook her head as she sopped up the spill. “I don’t believe this.”

“Why not?” Judah said. “It’s not the most unbelievable thing that’s happened around here lately.”

She spun on him. “Just say it. I know you’ve been dying to.”

He set his cup down. “Say what?”

She turned away from him, burning all over. “I know what you’re thinking.” She shot Tessa a dark look. “Both of you. You think I tricked everyone at the art lab. You don’t think I made that mask. Admit it.”

Tessa twined her hair around her finger. “I don’t know what to think, Josie.”

Josie wrung out the dish rag, wishing she could wring her sister’s neck. “Why don’t you ask the Tripartite? See what they have to say about it.”

Tessa’s pink cheeks paled. “I’m not asking them about that.”

“Why not? You have been talking to them, haven’t you?”

Tessa’s bagel popped out of the toaster. As she reached for it, a small roll of paper appeared in her hand. Anyone in the Core could send the Triune a message if the proper rituals were followed. Tessa could send a message back too, if she wanted. The godly form of texting.

Tessa scowled at the slender scroll and then shoved it into her back pocket. Josie gripped the edge of the counter.

“You should read that. It could be important.”

Tessa’s delicate chin firmed. “I’m not reading anything today.” She snagged the bagel from the toaster.

“Tessa—”

“Oh, leave me alone! Can’t we just have one day that doesn’t involve the gods?” She smeared cream cheese across her bagel in sharp swipes.

“No,” Josie said. “You can’t. You’re the Triune, Tessa—”

“I know that! Better than you—”

“Do you? Then act like it.”

“Act like what? You? Mom? No, thanks.”

“I’m sick of hearing you bad mouth Mom. She did the best she could—”

“Then her best was shit.” Tessa tossed the knife into the sink. Steel clattered against steel. “Look what she did to you.”

“What the hell does that—”

“You’re a bitch, Josie. A cold bitch, just like her. And you know what I think? I think you made up the whole mask thing. I think you used a charm on everybody or got them to lie for you somehow. I think you brought that mask from the island and only pretended to make it.”

Josie dumped her coffee into the sink. Apparently, her sister knew how to circumvent all her emotional controls because Josie’s anger was spilling over, unchecked.

“Think what you want,” she said, “but I’m not a liar and I’d rather be like Mom than a shallow, vain, blubbering uber-brat like you. I know why you’re not talking to the Tripartite. You’re weak. And you’re scared. And you ought to be. You think they’re going to let you ignore them forever? You thought it was bad before? Just wait. Only the next time, when your frontal lobe is leaking out of your nose, I’m not going to be there to save you, because that’s just the kind of cold bitch I am.”

“What is going on here?” Dad said from the threshold of the hall.

Josie tore away from the glaring contest with Tessa. Judah continued to lounge in the corner, watching coolly. Another flare of anger shot through her. She was more than sure he was the reason Tessa doubted her. Tessa had always been a follower. She listened to whatever her friends told her.

Josie held down her hurt. Bad enough that Nancy had half the tribe thinking she was a liar, but that Tessa believed it . . . Josie didn’t even know how to deal with that. She’d never been accused of lying before. Her mom hadn’t prepared her to be doubted or disbelieved. The Triune’s word was law. She was the Voice of the Supreme Divine. To doubt the Triune was to doubt the gods. Core couldn’t doubt the gods. But of course, Josie wasn’t the Triune.

Josie took a deep breath.

“Nothing’s going on, Dad,” she said. “I was just telling Tessa that I’m not going to the beach.”

Her dad yanked down the hem of his sweater. “Well, if you’re not going, then neither is Tessa.”

“Dad!” Tessa spun around. “That’s not fair!”

He reached around Josie to the coffee pot. “I’m a dad. It’s my job to be unfair.” He poured himself a mug of coffee. “If you want to go the beach, Josie has to go with you. It’s time the two of you learned how to act like sisters.” He tucked some of Josie’s unruly hair behind her ear. “You only have one.”

He headed towards the living room, pulling his phone from his pocket.

“Dad!” Tessa called after him.

“Figure it out, Tessa.” Then he was gone into the living room.

Tessa’s glare trembled with tears. Her voice was a growl. “You ruin everything.”

She stormed out of the kitchen, into the hall, stomping up the stairs.

Judah’s calm voice was chili powder on Josie’s raw nerves. “This is important to her, you know.”

She turned to him. He sat, posed on the stool with one knee bent, looking model perfect and useless as always. No wonder she hadn’t been able to keep her cool with Tessa; she was expending all her energy crushing her every thought that related to Judah—just for Tessa’s sake. If only Tessa knew how difficult that was for Josie, she might not be so quick to accuse her of being a cold bitch.

“You want to help my sister?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed. “Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Turning it around on me. You can’t push me around. Stop trying. You’re wasting your time.”

“I’m not trying to push you around. I’m trying to push you out. You’re a distraction. You’re not helping my sister become who she needs to be to survive.”

“You think it’s my fault your sister doesn’t listen to you? Maybe you should try listening to her first. You still act like you’re the Triune. You storm in and boss everybody around. You expect them to do what you say. But they won’t, because you’re not.” He stood up, coffee mug in hand. “If you want people to listen to you, you should try being nicer.”

“Good idea,” she said. “Would you please go to hell?”

He shook his head. “I told you. It’s not going to work. You can’t push me out, around, or at all. I’m not helping your sister? What about you? Can you honestly say that you’re helping her right now? Or do you have as much trouble with honesty as you do with simple courtesy?” His eyebrow lofted at her, provocative, as he left the kitchen and followed Tessa up the stairs.
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Josie sat on the floor in her room, stabbing a block of white pine with her pocket knife, when someone knocked on the patio door.

She stood and opened the door, still holding the knife.

Beech held up his hands. “Whoa, don’t hurt me. I’m unarmed.”

“I’m not in a very good mood right now,” she said.

“So I hear,” he said.

She frowned. “From whom?”

“Chode. He came over and invited me to the beach. I thought it was a bit forward of him myself. I know I said I was an open guy, but he’s not really my type.”

Josie left the door ajar and sat down on the floor again, driving the knife into the wood so it stuck. “Judah invited you to the beach?”

Beech came in, looking around. “Yeah, I think he thought it would get you to go.”

Josie hugged her knees to her chest, frowning. No matter which way she looked at it—searching for something to be annoyed with—she kept coming back to the thought that it was, actually, pretty smart. And almost nice. Not words that she’d been associating with Judah.

“Is it going to work?” Beech asked.

“Are you going?”

Beech grinned. “I love the beach. How could I not? It’s my namesake. It’s who I am.”

“Even if you have to go with Judah and my sister?”

“Ah,”—he held up his finger—“don’t forget the most important person, you. And I think he invited Simone and Kai, so he must be in a really good mood, or he’s just desperate to get laid.”

Simone and Kai? This was almost starting to sound like fun. Now she was suspicious again. Tessa wasn’t friends with Simone and Kai, was she? Had Judah invited them just for Josie’s sake?

She pushed up from the floor and went to the dresser, rifling through the clothes to find something warmer.

Tessa had given Josie bags of clothes that had been destined for the consignment shop. Some of them fit. Most of the jeans had to be fastened with rubber bands. She couldn’t wait for her new clothes to arrive.

As she searched, Beech’s offhanded remark about Judah wanting to get laid itched at her.

“Do you think they’re sleeping together?” she asked.

He leaned against the wall beside her dresser. “You’re her sister. Don’t you know?”

“We’re not those kind of sisters.” She took off the tank top and tossed it at him.

Tessa’s hand-me-down bras were much too small, practically nonexistent on Josie, but she wasn’t bashful, even in front of Beech. In some tribes, people wore little to nothing. Her mom had instituted no-clothes days on the island just so she’d get used to walking around naked.

Beech’s grin widened. “Wow, I didn’t know we’d progressed to this stage already.”

“We haven’t progressed anywhere,” she said coolly. “Haven’t you seen a girl in a bra before?” She tugged on a long-sleeved shirt and then a tunic over that.

“Not this girl.”

“Careful, you might make me feel special,” she said, pulling on a pair of warm socks and some boots. She’d been informed that she couldn’t live in Oregon without a decent pair of boots.

He sat down next to her on the bed. “You are special, Josie, and not just because you can make masks. Which reminds me—”

He caught her chin and kissed her cheek. A flood of warm needles washed through her.

“Thanks,” he said. “Being in possession of that god was like . . . unreal. It’s one of the best things I’ve ever experienced.”

He grinned and took her hand, pulling her to her feet. “Let’s get out of here.”





Chapter 8

March 3rd

“SORRY KAI COULDN’T MAKE IT,” Josie said to Simone as they walked along the beach, picking up trash.

“He’s not a big fan . . .”—Simone’s gaze flicked down the beach towards Judah and Tessa, who were walking ahead of them, hand-in-hand—“of the beach.”

Josie smiled, stopping to pick up a tiny plastic airplane. “I’m glad you came anyway.” She held the toy airplane out to Simone, who was carrying the recyclables bag. Simone held open the bag, and Josie dropped the toy in.

Simone glanced behind them. Beech was dragging a stick through the sand. The end caught clods of brown seaweed and gelatinous bits of gods-knew-what. “Are you sure I’m not a fifth wheel?”

Josie wiped her cold fingers on her jeans and pushed her hands into the pockets of her hoodie. She should’ve worn another layer. The wind off the gray water was frost-fingered. Underfoot, the damp sand was hard as concrete, making prying half-buried cans and plastic bottles difficult.

“Beech is . . .”

“Beech?” Simone laughed, her faux fur-lined hood curled against her cheek. “He’s not exactly boyfriend material.”

“He told me as much,” Josie said. “But I’m okay with that. I’m not exactly girlfriend material either.”

“Why do you say that?” Simone asked as she scooped up another plastic water bottle.

Josie’s gaze flicked to Tessa and Judah. Their long legs were propelling them farther away. Not that Josie was interested in keeping them company. She was more than happy to spend her day cleaning up the beach with Simone. “Apparently, I’m a cold bitch.”

Simone stopped, her mouth gaping. “Who told you that?”

“My sister and her boyfriend.”

Simone’s brow fell. For her, it must have been a pretty menacing expression, but to Josie it looked more cute than threatening.

“Judah said that to you? I will kick his butt.”

Josie laughed at the image of tiny Simone trying to kick Judah’s butt. “Can you even get your leg up that high?”

“I’m a black belt in tae kwon do.” She kicked her leg up into the air to demonstrate. Josie was impressed.

“I appreciate the thought,” Josie said, “but don’t bother. They might be right.”

“Don’t say that.” Simone hooked her arm through Josie’s and tugged her closer. Simone had a powdery clean smell that made it easy to be close to her. Her ever-sympathetic nature didn’t hurt either. “I’m going to give him a talking to, you watch. He won’t be calling people naughty names after I’m through with him.”

“Tessa was the one who said it,” Josie said. “Judah only . . . seemed to be in tacit agreement. Not that I care what either of them think.”

“Darn tootin’ you don’t.”

Josie smiled a little and let the ocean air fill her lungs. The sky was as gray as the water, the sun a distant white orb beyond the veil of clouds.

“I never got to say it,” Simone said, still holding onto Josie’s arm, “and I know it doesn’t mean much, but I’m sorry about your mom.”

Josie’s gaze tracked over to the grassy berm. It reminded her of the island. Grayish grass, gray sand, gray sky. Her heart throbbed and sank deeper. She let it go. “Thanks.” She eyed her new pink-and-purple-haired friend with the manga eyes and pixie face. “You lost your parents too.”

“My biological ones, yeah, but I was a baby. I don’t remember them,” Simone said. They stopped again to pry a crusty shoe out of the sand. “But I remember my dad a little bit, I mean, my foster dad, Judah’s dad. Judah is just like him.”

Josie held out her garbage bag and Simone tossed the old sneaker in, wrinkling her nose.

“He was a firefighter, right?” Josie asked.

Simone nodded. “He was trying to rescue a little kid from a fire. They both died.”

They walked in silence for a minute. The ocean murmured and sighed as it rolled in. The chill wind worked its way into the gaps of Josie’s coat, up her sleeves, down her neck, making her shiver.

“I know it doesn’t mean much,” Josie said, “but I’m sorry too.”

Simone smiled. Josie had quickly determined that this was what friendship was, someone whose smile made you smile reflexively without having to stop and think about why they might be smiling, what the smile might be hiding, or what they might really be thinking.

“Do you stay in touch with your natal tribe?” Josie asked. She bent to scoop up tiny bits of plastic that seemed as numerous as the sea shells and the gulls. “Which is it?”

“Southern Atlantic tribe. Their center is in Savannah. Do you know them?”

“I’ve been there.” Their Present Eye reminded Josie of Nancy, only golden instead of steel, and with all that Southern charm to hide her intractable nature.

“I have a great aunt I talk to sometimes,” Simone said. “She sends birthday cards and stuff, but my parents died when I was a baby and she’s older and couldn’t take care of me. I’m glad she sent me here. My mom and Judah . . . I wouldn’t trade them for anything.”

Josie kept her less than flattering thoughts about Judah to herself. Apparently, he was nicer to his sister than he was to Josie. “Kai doesn’t seem so happy.”

Josie dumped the plastic bits into the garbage bag. They started walking again.

“He gets along with his parents all right,” Simone said. “It’s his brother . . . anyway, Kai was older when he came here, and he never really felt accepted, not like he tries very hard to be. He’s always kept to himself.”

“How did you two start dating?”

“Lily has this youth group. She takes kids out for hikes and teaches them about plants and trees and animals, gets them in touch with nature—”

“Kai was in a youth group?” Josie asked dubiously.

“I think his parents made him,” Simone said with a smile. “Anyway, one time, Lily put us together. You know, because you always have to have a buddy when you’re out in the woods. I finally got him to start talking and . . .” She shrugged, cheeks turning pink. She bumped her shoulder against Josie’s. “So what about you and Beech?”

Josie glanced back where Beech was now picking up various things out of the sand and pitching them into the gray expanse of water.

“I thought we covered this,” Josie said.

“We covered that Beech is Beech,” Simone said. She kicked at a stubbornly buried tennis ball with her well-worn boot until it started to come loose. “But do you like him anyway?”

“I like him,” Josie said noncommittally. She liked the warm sensation she had experienced when his lips had touched her skin. She liked the wild gleam in his eyes and the way he smelled, like pine and a warm, oft-worn T-shirt. She liked how differently he thought and how easy he was to be around.

Simone freed the tennis ball finally and tossed it into Josie’s bag. “How much do you like him?”

“Like you said, he’s not boyfriend material, and I’m not exactly looking for that right now. I’m not sure I’d know what to do with it if I found it.”

“I’m not asking what you’re looking for,” Simone said, “I’m asking you what you feel.”

“I feel as much as I want to feel,” Josie replied, stopping to pick up a discarded beer bottle.

Simone laughed. “Feel as much as you want? What does that mean? You can’t control how much you feel.”

“You can if you really want to.” Josie dumped the sludge inside the bottle onto the sand.

“You’re not serious.”

“A Triune can’t afford superfluous or distracting emotions,” Josie said, flinging out the last of the liquid. “Maintaining control over the Three Supreme Deities is taxing—emotionally, mentally, phsycially—not to mention dealing with the Eyes of every tribe in the Core. Duty over self. Emotions are liabilities that can and will be used against you if you’re not able to keep them in their place. Rule your emotions or they’ll rule you.”

Josie’s gaze cut up the beach towards Tessa, who was laughing and leaning comfortably against Judah’s side. Tessa had zero control over her emotions as far as Josie could tell. Just another reason she was in danger of being overwhelmed by the Tripartite.

Simone was staring at her. “You’re serious?”

Josie put the bottle into Simone’s recyclables bag. “It’s just part of being a Triune,” she said.

“But you can’t really control what you feel.”

“Why not?”

“Because. You feel what you feel.”

“You might feel something, but that doesn’t mean you have to acknowledge it or allow that feeling to continue.”

Simone crossed her arms. “So you’re saying you don’t have to feel anything you don’t want to feel?”

“I’m saying there are ways to curtail distracting and potentially harmful emotions.”

“How?”

“Practice. Training. Just like anything else.”

Simone spun her bracelets, looking worried, like Josie had just said she had a chronic disease that could kill her at any moment. “So you’re saying that if I trained enough I could stop myself from feeling . . . anything? Like I could just stop being in love with Kai?”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“I’m just using it as an example.”

“I doubt you could do that at this point. You’re already in love with him. You know it, he knows it, everybody knows it.”

Hot pink splotches flared on Simone’s cheeks. “Everybody?”

Josie grinned. She started walking again.

Simone fell into step next to her. “So you could stop yourself from having feelings for Beech, if you didn’t want to have them?”

“If having feelings for Beech interfered with my responsibilities to the Core, I might try. That doesn’t mean I’d be successful. “

She frowned at Judah’s back. Every time he opened his mouth, Josie felt like she was losing her ability to control her emotions. The boy seemed built to make her angry. And she’d already blown up at Tessa earlier, which was not helpful to anyone. Her duty to Tessa, as the Triune, should’ve been enough to keep Josie’s frustration in check, but Tessa was also her sister, and something about that relationship seemed to circumvent Josie’s ability to keep her cool.

“Guess that sort of does make me a cold bitch,” Josie said with a wry smile.

Simone bumped Josie’s shoulder with her own. “No, it doesn’t. It just makes you . . .”

“Weird?”

Simone smiled. “Join the club. I’m the president. You can be vice president.”

“Look at this,” Beech said, jogging up beside them. He caught Josie’s hand and placed a smooth quarter-sized piece of translucent blue glass into her hand. “Sea-glass. Think you can make a mask from it? For me? Please?”

She ran her fingers over the satiny surface. “Even if I did, no one would believe it.”

“We believe it,” Simone said. “We saw it.”

“You’ll make it happen again,” Beech said, giving her arm a squeeze. “So you don’t perform on command. Neither can half the guys in the world.” He grinned. “Do you realize what it means though, Josie? You’re a freakin’ mask-maker. That’s . . . huge.”

“He’s right,” Simone said.

For some reason, they were speaking in whispers, even though they were alone. Tessa and Judah were nearly out of sight. The rest of the beach was deserted. Judah’s silver crossover gleamed, lonely, in the parking lot, which was already some distance behind them.

“I overheard Mom on the phone last night,” Simone went on. “She wants to believe you, Josie. She was all excited, talking about the possibility of fixing some of the tribe’s ancient masks, the ones in the archives. You should’ve heard her. She was giddy.”

“It’s nice to know she wants to believe me,” Josie said, “but she doesn’t. And I’m not sure I can make a mask again. I don’t know how I made the first . . .”

Her words dried up in her throat. Behind Beech’s shoulder, rolling over the grassy embankment, obscuring the parking lot and Judah’s car, was a bank of fog.

Josie’s heart stutter-stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Simone asked.

“Josie?” Beech reached for her.

The fog swelled and grew, barreling towards them faster than a charging bull.

Fog God. He was back.





Chapter 9

March 3rd

JOSIE SPUN, DROPPING HER garbage bag. “Tessa!”

Tessa and Judah turned.

“Watch out!” Beech shoved Josie, who toppled into Simone.

They both fell as a snickering TemperMental swooped down on them. The dark phantom sideswiped Beech as it flew past, spinning him and leaving a bleeding red gash on his cheek. Beech stumbled and staggered and was swallowed by the fog.

A second later, the miasma was on Josie and Simone too.

Josie pulled Simone back to her feet, barely able to see Simone’s vivid hair through the opaque mass engulfing them. “We have to get to Tessa.”

She dragged Simone behind her, running. She wasn’t worried about Beech. He wasn’t the one Earth Mama was after. The fog was already ahead of them, thick and blue-tinged. Josie couldn’t even see her feet.

“Tessa!” she called.

She collided with Judah. Simone slammed into her back and the three of them nearly toppled.

“What’s happening?” Tessa cried, voice pitched high in panic.

Josie disentangled from Judah and Simone but kept her hands on both of them, not wanting to lose them. Tessa clung to Judah’s arm. They huddled in a tight knot. The fog seemed to want to fill the cracks between them.

Josie drew Simone right up against her, so they were almost nose-to-nose. “Draw a protection circle around Tessa. The strongest one you know.” Simone nodded and knelt, finally dropping her plastic bag of recyclables.

Josie turned to Judah. “Do you have a mask?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Summon it!”

The fog began to clear, swirling back from them like the widening eye of a hurricane. She wasn’t sure why until she heard the familiar snicker-whishes and looked up.

In the sky, a flock of TemperMentals gathered, ghostly streaks, like brownish-green phantom vultures. The clearing formed a bulls-eye. Tessa stood right at the center.

Josie tried to disengage Tessa from Judah, tugging him outside the circle. The circle would be stronger if it only had one person to protect. Simone hastily traced symbols in the sand with her fingers, grimacing—probably from the cold—but never stopping.

Tessa sobbed and clung to Judah’s hand. “Stay with me!”

Josie searched the fog. The clearing around them continued to grow. The mist thinned. Where was the Fog God? Where was Earth Mama? She couldn’t see either of them. Worse, she couldn’t find Beech. She let go of Judah and ran back in the direction she thought she had left him.

“Josie!” Tessa cried after her. “Where are you going?”

“To find Beech! Stay in the circle!”

Shrouded by the mist, a hulking figure appeared ahead of her. She slowed to a stop, heart thundering in her chest. Was it Fog God? If so, there was nothing she could do. She couldn’t touch a summoner who was in possession unless she was also in possession or unless he touched her first. The thought of letting him escape again filled her with rage. She had to think of something.

“Josie!” Judah called in warning.

One of the TemperMentals had broken from the circling mass and was plunging towards her. The hulking, mystery figure sprang up, leaping impossibly high over her head, and slammed into the diving TemperMental. Not the Fog God after all, unless he’d decided to change sides.

She caught a glimpse of bark-skin and a head covered in green leaves as the god sailed above her. A tree god.

“Beech?” she called.

He and the TemperMental tumbled away, tangled, on the far side of Tessa. Tessa continued to cling to Judah, begging him to stay with her. Josie raced back towards them.

Judah pulled free of Tessa. His left hand flicked. A pale mask appeared in his fingers. Before he could bring the mask to his face, another TemperMental peeled out of the sky and knocked the mask from his hand. Two more came at Simone. She shrieked, punching and kicking as they swarmed her. Josie stopped at the edge of the protection circle. Tessa was hyperventilating.

“Tessa! Breathe! It’ll be o—”

“Should I summon the Tripartite?”

“No!” Josie hands flew up to halt the idea. “It’s too risky! Call—”

Judah dove at one of the TemperMentals tormenting Simone. The TemperMental spun on him and threw him into Josie. They sprawled.

Judah lifted his face. It was crusted with wet sand. The tide was coming in. The protection circle would be washed away. Tessa needed to move. Before Josie could call to her sister, another thought pushed into her head.

Judah reached for his face. She grabbed his wrist, stopping him from wiping his face clean. In the wet sand on his forehead, she drew a symbol:  three wavy lines below a curl of a wave, contained in a circle, along with Core characters that she’d never seen before but somehow knew anyway. The symbol glowed gray for a moment and then vanished.

Judah’s flame blue eyes disappeared under a flood of gray water. Josie hurried away, back towards Tessa. Beech, still in possession of his tree god, was far down the strand, surrounded by TemperMentals. The phantom battering Simone suddenly flew off. Josie grabbed Tessa and beckoned for Simone.

“The tide’s coming!”

Tessa stared over Josie’s shoulder. “What did you do to Judah?”

Josie glanced back.

Judah, in possession of an ocean god, had doubled in size, cocooned in a blue-gray cyclone of water. He summoned a geyser from the ocean. The jet of water soared upwards, splintering the throng of TemperMentals. Half of them turned and attacked him. The others descended towards Josie and Tessa.

“Hurry!” Josie yanked Tessa’s arm. Simone had already run ahead, stopping near the berm and dropping to her knees to draw another circle. The remaining fog floated around them in heavy white drifts, but there was still no sign of Earth Mama or Fog God.

A few feet shy of the circle, Josie and Tessa were knocked flat.

Josie landed with a thud and a cringe, the wind thumped out of her. Before she could catch her breath, Tessa slipped away from her.

“Josie!” Tessa cried.

Josie groped for Tessa, thinking her sister was being dragged off. Except . . . Josie was the one moving. The TemperMentals were pulling her towards the ocean.

“Josie!” Tessa stumbled to her feet, chasing after Josie.

Josie clawed at the hard, cold sand. She kicked against the TemperMentals wrapped around her ankles. They held tight. Their grip chafed and burned, even through her jeans. Seriously material. Earth Mama had been sacrificing more than goats and cows.

More TemperMentals swarmed her, looping around her waist and jerking her up off the ground. She tore at them. Her fingernails were ripped as she clawed at their rough, flickering forms—like tearing at the bark of a tree, except nothing came away. Her struggles seemed futile. Why her? She wasn’t the Triune. She wasn’t anybody. She couldn’t even summon a god. Was it a trick? A diversion?

She spotted Tessa again, racing after her, screaming her name. The TemperMentals weren’t attacking her or Simone, who had stopped drawing her circle to join in the pursuit.

The TemperMentals yanked Josie five feet above the ground. She yelped as her head whiplashed. Then more appeared, winding around her chest. She thrashed as the ground grew more distant, but they only tightened their hold, writhing like snakes.

Below, Tessa jumped, swiping for her. “Josie!”

Josie managed to pull one of her arms free from the TemperMentals. She reached towards Tessa, straining. Their fingertips bumped. Josie was jolted upwards again. Ten feet, then more. Tessa vanished from view. Water unfurled beneath Josie—white edged, gray as slate.

“No!” Tessa’s roar echoed across the beach.

A white light flashed, blinding Josie. Tessa had summoned the Tripartite. Josie didn’t know if she should be relieved or scared to death. Tessa had never summoned the Tripartite. They could kill her. Josie twisted against the TemperMentals.

“Tessa!”

More TemperMentals joined the others, coiling around her face, blocking her vision, filling her ears with groaning whispers and dry snickers.

Mask-Maker. Mask-Maker.

She heard a crack, like a lightning strike. The rasping and rustling cradle of the TemperMentals broke open. A serene ceiling of sprawling clouds appeared above her.

And then she fell.
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HITTING THE WAVES WAS like plummeting onto a bed of swords. Swords of ice. They cut through her. She gasped, inhaling water. Everything vanished.

Darkness.

The next thing she heard was Simone calling her name.

Her eyes shot open as the water was sucked from her lungs, burning like lava. The air in her next breath felt even worse, too dry, inhaling sand. She retched, vomiting salt water and breakfast and bile after that.

A wavering gray-water face hovered over her. A hand appeared out of the water and tugged off the mask. The ocean god vanished.

Judah scooped her up.

He was warm, painfully. She wanted to push him away, but didn’t have the strength.

Rain lashed her skin, stinging. Lightning zigzagged across the sky. The wind howled, tearing at her. She shivered, uncontrollably.

“Beech, help Tessa! Stop her!” Judah shouted over the tumult as he ran.

“How?” Beech’s distant voice was mixed with the tree god’s, which was deep and groaning.

“I don’t—Knock her out!” Judah cried. “Simone, help me!”

His shouts hammered through Josie. At once grasping for and pushing against him, she sucked panicky breaths. His every step jarred her. Her body felt limp and clumsy, on the verge of coming apart, as if the ocean had torn her limb from limb and she’d been hastily stitched back together. Inside, it was worse—so much worse. Inside, she was porcelain, fissured by delicate cracks, so close to breaking apart. One wrong word, one wrong step, and she would shatter.

She couldn’t stand it. Not the unresponsiveness of her body, not the fragility within. She didn’t lose control like this—it just didn’t happen. It couldn’t. Not to her.

Judah stopped moving, thankfully. “Keys. Right pocket. Open the door,” he ordered.

A high-pitched beeping made her wince. Judah put her down in the back of his crossover. She grabbed for him reflexively. The loss of his heat stole her breath. Her shaking fingers slid over his slick, wet jacket. He climbed in behind her, grasping her wrist in a way that promised he was there, he wasn’t letting go.

“Start the engine. Crank the heat,” he said to Simone, whose pink and purple hair was a tiny flicker of color in an otherwise bleak, drowning world.

Drowning. She had drowned. Just thinking the word brought it back—the engulfing darkness. The instant of panic before the impact. She struggled to breathe.

Judah shut the hatch behind him. He straddled her.

“We have to take off your clothes,” he told her in a firm, but urgent tone.

Not waiting for a response, he yanked her soaked shirt off over her head, bra too. Her arms snapped over her chest. Her teeth chattered. The shaking wouldn’t stop. The harder she tried, the worse it became. She ached deep down, like she would never be warm again.

Judah tore her jeans away, cursing when he had to twist around and pull her boots off. When he turned back towards her, he held a rolled fleece blanket in his hand.

Music filled the car as the engine purred to life. A female singer’s soaring voice cut through the siren song of the ocean murmuring in her ears.

“Gods,” she said in a shuddering voice that was barely hers, “I died.”

Judah shook open the blanket, giving her a dark look.

“Tessa,” she said, forcing herself to focus on something other than her own traitorous body, her own precarious emotions, the lingering sting of salt and bile on her every breath—the taste of death. “Tessa summoned the—where is she?”

She wanted to move, to sit upright, but she couldn’t stop trembling. Gods, it hurt. And she was so cold.

He peeled off his jacket and wet shirt. He seemed so focused, so in control. She wanted to regain that feeling for herself, but it kept slipping away. She couldn’t get a hold of it. She was out of step.

She couldn’t tell if her quaking body wanted her to drop back and give up—sink into that place of silence and darkness. Or if it was trying to shake her out of her shock, like when she’d had one of her nightmares, usually about waking up and finding herself alone and trapped on the island with no escape. Her mom would shake her gently to wake her up.

It’s not real, Josie. It’s not real.

That’s how this felt. Not real.

Outside, the world was hazy, distant—like that place between dreaming and wakefulness. Inside the car, Judah glowed. Wet hair like melting gold, blue eyes burning, skin sculpted bronze. Too vivid, surreal.

Her teeth clenched, her jaw ached. Black blotches ate away at the edges of her vision. Harbingers of unconsciousness . . . groping fingers of death.

“Gods, no.” Her pleading thoughts snuck out of her head, through her too-tight lips. Little traitors. A Triune never let errant thoughts escape. She slammed her eyes shut. Her eyelids seemed to be the only part of her body under her command. She was in control. She would be in control.

A whimpering sound filled her ears. Had that been her?

Judah wrapped the blanket around her and pulled her onto his lap.

“No,” she said, not sure what she was protesting. Being moved, which only drew attention to how much she was shaking, how much she hurt? Or his warmth, which only made her aware of how cold she was? Or his help? She didn’t want his help. Where was Beech? Simone? Tessa?

“Move your arms,” he said, forcing her hands away from her body.

Her arms moved stiffly, the muscles screamed as they were forced into action. He crushed her bare chest to his. Her breath shuddered as his heart slammed against her frozen skin, hot and fast.

Her frozen, rigid body huddled awkwardly against his warm, giving one, like a corpse laid out on sun-warmed sand. He kept adjusting, moving her, trying to hold her closer, make her fit.

Her fingers dug into his chest. Her lips skimmed his burning throat. “Stop . . . please.”

He went still.

Her forehead pressed hard to his neck. She hated this . . . weakness, helplessness, neediness.

Slowly, very slowly, his heat slid under her skin. Teeth of fire gnawed into her body of ice.

The faintest traces of cologne lingered on him, a fresh, clean-sheets scent, but mostly, he smelt of sweat and a resinous heat that was distinctly male. It worked into her lungs, easing her breaths.

The tension began to release, the quaking ebbed. Her lungs sputtered and hitched, and then her breath fell into sync with his. Her heart took up the rhythm of his. She gave in to it, grateful that she was no longer cold, that the shivers were retreating.

For a few intertwined heartbeats, she forgot to hold herself back and to remain always in control. She forgot about her sister and her mother, about Earth Mama and Fog God. She forgot how awkward it was to be pressed naked to a guy who, moments before, she would’ve paid to disappear. She forgot everything. Their joined breath rocked her like waves, but this time the water was warm and safe. She was safe.

The door opened and shut. A cold gush of air made Josie flinch. She heard the rustling of plastic and clinking of glass.

“How is she?” Simone asked, breathless. “Gods, Josie, are you okay?”

Josie started to lift her head, but Judah held it firmly in place against his chest. 

“There’s another blanket under that seat. Give it to me,” he said to Simone. His tone darkened, “You went back for the trash?”

Josie almost laughed.

“I couldn’t just leave it there,” Simone said, as if it made complete sense to go back for the bags of litter they’d collected. “I picked up your air god mask too,” she said. “Here.”

“Thanks,” he said. “Hold onto it for me, will you?”

Judah’s voice rumbled through Josie. She could feel it working deep down into her, flashing light across the cellar places. She retreated from it. She may have died, or almost died, but she couldn’t let herself fall apart completely. Now that the shivering was subsiding, she was aching and weak, but she was starting to feel stronger again, more like herself.

He continued to hold her against him as he draped the second blanket over her bare legs. Her left ankle had begun to throb.

“Now do you believe me?” she asked into the hollow of his throat.

A hand touched her tangled wet hair. “He believes you,” Simone said.

“She needs to go to the hospital,” Judah stated, like Josie wasn’t there or couldn’t hear him.

“Tessa,” Josie said.

Judah tensed around her—his chest, his arms. His pulse missed a beat, breaking their joined cadence.

“Wait,” Simone said. “Oh gods—”

Another gust of chilly air made Josie clench and burrow closer to Judah.

“Is she okay?” Simone said.

This time, Judah let Josie lift her head and look over the seat. Simone was tugging Tessa into her lap, while Beech guided her legs in from outside. Tessa was soaked and limp and nearly as pale as the translucent ribbons of jellies that had been washed up all over the beach.

“Simone, check her pulse,” Judah instructed. “Beech, get in and drive. We need to go to the hospital now.”

“Check her pulse,” Simone said as Beech closed the door. “Okay, how?”

Judah’s voice was strained for the first time since the attack had begun. “Simone—”

“You’re the one who’s taken every Red Cross training course in the world, not me,” Simone said.

“Just make sure her heart is still beating,” Judah said, cool again. “Feel her neck.”

Another surge of shivering overtook Josie as Simone’s fingers prodded at Tessa’s neck, searching.

Please, Josie prayed silently.

“I found it,” Simone said, triumph in her voice.

Relief washed through Josie, but the shivering continued.

The car rocked as Beech opened the driver’s door and jumped in. “I think I saw him,” Beech said, ignoring the car’s persistent bing-bing, reminding him to put on his seatbelt. He twisted in his seat as he backed the car out, meeting Josie’s eyes. Water trickled down the taut, flat planes of his face. “That fog dude.” His gaze dropped to Tessa. “How is she?”

“Her pulse seems steady,” Simone said, one hand still on Tessa’s neck and the other wrapped around her shoulders, holding her protectively. Josie loved Simone for that.

Beech turned away as he shifted the car into drive, but his eyes flicked into the rearview. “What about you, Josie-pie?”

Josie gazed at his reflection, but her throat was stuck, clenched.

“She’s hypothermic.” Judah closed his arms around her, bringing her head back to his chest. “Drive.”

Judah held her steady as they bumped out of the parking lot and onto the road. Heat continued to pour into her. She clung to him, eyes closed, choking on the sob that was attempting to escape from her chest. But she wouldn’t let it.

A Triune feels only what she wants to feel. Everything else is a distraction. Distractions can be deadly. 

The echo of her mother’s smoky voice only made the sob thrash wildly within her, like a caged animal desperate for freedom. She would not let it go. Even if she wasn’t the Triune, she wouldn’t forget. She would not be ruled by her emotions.

Judah’s voice was soft, barely audible, far down in his chest. His breath was warm in her hair. “I believe you.”
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“I DON’T BELIEVE THIS,” Nancy said after listening to their stories.

“Nancy,” Lily said. She sat in a chair near the door. She was pale and sweaty, looking like she might lose her granola. “Maybe this isn’t the time to—”

“You drag me all the way here for this?” Nancy snapped at her. “I thought we’d settled this matter.”

“I saw Josie make the mask,” Tessa said from her wheelchair by Josie’s hospital bed. “And we were attacked.”

Somehow Tessa had convinced the nurses to wheel her over to Josie’s room. As soon as Tessa had arrived, she’d taken hold of Josie’s hand and wouldn’t let go. Her grip was strong. That was good. When Tessa had regained consciousness in the emergency room, she’d puked twice and passed out again. Her skin had the same bluish hue as her thin cotton gown, but considering that she’d summoned and wielded the power of the Tripartite for the first time with almost no training, she was doing pretty well.

Tessa even managed to shoot Nancy a semi-threatening look. “Are you saying I’m lying too?”

Nancy’s back straightened. “Of course not, but you are her sister—”

“She’s also the Triune,” Josie said, pausing deliberately before adding, “Serene Mother.”

“What happened to the ocean god mask?” Beech asked.

Judah’s jaw flexed. “I left it behind.”

“Nice.” Beech shook his head.

Judah’s brow sharpened. “I was a little bit distracted.”

Distracted . . . right. Saving Josie’s life. Very distracting.

“I’m not listening to any more of this.” Nancy held up her hands like she might cover her ears. She shot Lily and Caroline each a sharp look. “And if the two of you have any sense, you won’t either.”

She sidestepped away from Simone, who was busy drawing protective symbols around the door in invisible ink. Josie appreciated Simone’s efforts, but the burn of citrus, one of the ingredients in the ink, was giving her a headache. Or it might’ve been the way Nancy’s teeth clicked together every time she looked at Josie.

“Obviously, something happened, Nancy,” Caroline said. “Look at them.” She gestured to the small cuts and scrapes on Judah’s face and arms, where the TemperMentals had touched him. “You think they did this to themselves just to perpetuate some silly prank for Josie?”

A shadow passed over Nancy’s face and it seemed, for a brief moment, she might be wavering, but then her shoulders rolled back and her eyes hardened. “I think there are untold devices of power on the Triune’s Island, any one of which this girl could have stolen and used to do any manner of things, including staging this entire . . . situation.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Beech said, “Your Honorable Eyeness.”

“Beech,” Josie’s dad said warningly. He looked about as exhausted as everyone else. He’d been in depositions all day—mind-numbing stuff. A glaze dulled his eyes.

Caroline lifted her finger at Beech. “Disrespect the Eye again and I will personally suspend all of your summoning privileges.”

“I’ll do worse than that,” Nancy said. “This situation has become entirely out of control and considering the other, legitimate, concerns of the moment, you, Mother of Mothers”—she inclined her head curtly towards Tessa like someone had their boot on her neck, forcing her to do so—“should not be squandering your time with trips to the beach or with your sister’s . . . stories. The Core needs its Triune now. With masks being stolen and—”

“Nancy,” Lily cut in.

Josie sat up straighter, wincing as she accidently put pressure on her twisted ankle. “Masks were stolen?”

Nancy pursed her lips, scowling as if it were Josie’s fault the info had slipped.

Nancy pushed open the door. “We may not be what we once were, Sisters, but this is not the way forward. That much I can tell you.” Then she was gone.

“Nancy, wait.” Lily pushed out of her chair with a groan. She spared Josie and Tessa an uncharacteristically hard look before she followed Nancy out the door.

Caroline’s gaze swept around the room. From Tessa, sagging and bleary eyed in one corner, to Judah, rigid as a beefeater in the other. To him, she said, “How are you?”

“I’m fine.”

“You were in possession of a serious deity, you were attacked, Josie almost died, and you’re fine?”

Simone stopped drawing and turned to her mom. “You believe us?”

Caroline cupped Simone’s face and then drew her into a hug. “Of course, I believe you, Simone, honey.” She kissed Simone’s forehead. “I’m just glad you all survived.”

“Are we sure it’s safe here?” Josie’s dad asked. He lifted his head from where he’d been hunched over, rubbing his eyes. He tucked the curved stems of his glasses around the back of his ears. “Maybe I should take them home tonight.” He slumped back. “Gods, what is happening?”

Caroline looked around the room again. “I’ll make sure they’ll be safe enough tonight, Marc. Why don’t we have a word outside?”

Her dad nodded and stood, giving Josie’s hand a squeeze before he left. “I’ll be right back.”

“Meet me outside in ten minutes,” Caroline said to Judah. She gave Tessa and Josie a lingering look before leading their dad into the hall.

Judah closed the door behind them. “You know what this means? Don’t you?”

“You owe Josie an apology?” Beech asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“I owe Josie an apology,” Tessa said before Judah could respond. “I didn’t believe you and I should have.”

“I don’t need anybody to apologize,” Josie said, although, it was nice to hear it. She was just glad that Tessa knew that Earth Mama was a real threat. Now maybe they could actually do something about it. “What did Nancy mean when she said masks were stolen?”

Tessa pulled her hand into her lap, running her finger over the white tape where an IV needle was buried in the skin. “I’ve been getting messages for a while now, from all over. Masks being stolen.”

“The Earth Goddess?”

Tessa sighed. “I don’t know. It could be. I didn’t think it was really that important. The stolen masks were old ones, broken ones. It didn’t seem that big of a deal—”

Josie sat back against her thin hospital pillow. The fabric of the case rustled in a plasticky whisper that reminded Josie of the TemperMentals. Mask-Maker. Mask-Maker.

Josie pressed her fingers into her forehead, taking a deep breath. She would not lose her cool, no matter how much she was trembling inside.

“She knows. Somehow, Earth Mama found out. She knows I’m a mask-maker. That’s why she’s been stealing broken masks. She must think I can repair them—”

“That’s why the TemperMentals came for you,” Judah said.

“Repair them for what?” Simone asked.

“Building an army?” Beech offered.

Josie sank deeper in her bed, twisting the coarse white sheets around her hands. “Kuso.”

“Whoa, I was joking,” Beech said.

“Let’s talk about what happened today,” Judah said, coming to the end of her bed.

She released the sheet and tucked her arms close over her chest. She didn’t really want to think about what had happened, at least not the part where he’d saved her. Being around him had been hard enough when he’d just been Tessa’s arrogant boyfriend. Now he was Tessa’s arrogant boyfriend who had saved Josie from drowning and hypothermia. Apparently, he wasn’t as useless as she’d thought.

“Those TemperMentals were seriously scary,” Simone said, moving closer to Judah. “And seriously rough.” She touched the bandage on her forehead that was covering a nasty gash.

“You were right. This earth goddess, whoever she is, is powerful,” Tessa said.

“I didn’t see an earth goddess, but I got a glimpse of Fog Dude,” Beech said, “right before he translocated.”

Judah gripped the fake wood footboard, leaning forward, looking right at Josie. As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t look away. “You know what this means?” he asked.

No one answered.

“There’s a traitor in our tribe.”

Simone’s brow crumpled. “What? No. No one in the tribe would—”

“Who else would know Josie’s a mask-maker?” Judah said.

Beech tugged at the wooden spacer in his ear thoughtfully. “I don’t know, man. You know how rumors get around in the Core. It’s worse than VD.” He grinned.

Tessa made a face at him. “Ew.”

“That’s a lot of effort and energy to expend based on a rumor,” Judah said. “Whoever sent those TemperMentals won’t be going for any more walks on the beach any time soon.”

Judah was right. The TemperMentals were much bigger and badder than they had been the last time. Even if Earth Mama was a badass summoner, she would need some major recoup time after that little display.

“Unless she’s making human sacrifices,” Josie thought aloud.

Chilled silence greeted her words. If Earth Mama fed her goddess human blood, then she wouldn’t need as much of her own energy to control the goddess. It made sense. Besides, Josie had already seen Earth Mama murder a Triune. For that Earth Mama’s soul was doomed to Oblivion. What were a few more human lives on her conscience? Nothing.

“Why?” Simone said, spinning her bracelets, eyes sheened with worry. “Why would anyone do any of this? Why kill the Triune? Why try to capture Josie before and let her go, only to try again now, even if she is a mask-maker? And why would anyone want an army anyway? To do what with?”

Josie drew her knees up, feeling a resurgence of cold coming on. Her ankle twinged, but she ignored it. What was Earth Mama’s plan? What did she want?

“Something to do with the old wars?” Beech ventured.

“The wars ended like . . . forever ago,” Tessa said.

“Five hundred years,” Josie affirmed.

Fighting within the Core, between sister tribes, was as old as humanity. But this didn’t feel like the same old animosities bubbling to the surface, which they often did, even though the wars had officially ended.

The wars had mostly been about territory and personal slights—people in the Core knew how to hold a grudge, for generations. The violence bloomed and died back and bloomed again like weeds. Factions formed alliances and then betrayed them, feeding into the hostilities. No doubt fights would break out, they probably already were. Without a strong Triune to stamp them down and maintain order, some of the tribes would seize the opportunity to take care of business they felt was unfinished. But Josie wasn’t convinced that this was the case for Earth Mama.

Simone’s hands went to her head. “I don’t get it. Why won’t Nancy believe us? She’s the Eye of the Future. Why didn’t she see any of this—”

“The Eye is blind,” Tessa said in a soft voice.

Josie grabbed the rail of her bed. “What?”

Tessa’s eyes slid away towards the off-white linoleum. “I shouldn’t be telling you. You’re not supposed to know. No one is—”

Josie’s stomach lurched. She threw back her covers. This was bad.

The Eyes’ ability to receive visions of the past, present, and future was rooted in the Covenant, the sacred contract that bound the powers of Life, Death, and the Other together and to the Triune. If the powers of the Eye were disrupted, if they were blind, then they were effectively powerless. If people found out, there could be upheaval, chaos. Worse, it meant that someone—Earth Mama—had figured out a way to interfere with the power of the Covenant, which was way worse than anything Josie had imagined. If murdering the Triune was akin to assassinating a president, then interfering with the Covenant was like hijacking the entire power grid and holding it hostage. No wonder Nancy was so on edge.

Very bad.

“Whoa.” Beech put his hand on her shoulder, stopping her as she slid to the edge of the bed. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Josie pushed his hand away. “I have to do something.”

“Like?”

“I—” Her mind went blank. Her first thought had been to return to the island and consult her guides. But she wasn’t the Triune. She couldn’t translocate to the island, and she didn’t have any guides.

She turned to Tessa. “Why are they blind? Do you know?”

Tessa shook her head.

“Tessa, look at me,” she said.

Tessa’s eyes moved sluggishly. She was exhausted, that much was clear. Josie felt a pang of guilt for pressing her, but the situation had just gone from stomach-upsetting to projectile vomiting. Earth Mama wasn’t some crazy lone gunman, content to take down the Triune and then go down in a blaze of glory. She had followers—Fog God, primary among them, but there had been others in Brunei, a handful at least. She had godly weapons—the time-bender, but Josie also suspected Earth Mama’s sword wasn’t some run-of-the-mill medieval replica. And she had power—power enough to have followers and procure sacred tools and to create material TemperMentals, which was practically unheard of, and power to blind the Eye of Josie’s tribe.

Very, very bad.

“Is it just our Eye? Are others blind too?” Josie asked.

“Just ours,” Tessa said, “from what I know.”

“What you know?” Josie spoke her words as carefully as she could, though she really wanted to shout.

She wished Caroline, Nancy, and Lily were still in the room, so she could ream them too, especially Nancy. How could she act as if she didn’t believe Josie had been attacked when she herself was under constant attack? Blinded? More importantly, how had Earth Mama disrupted the connection to the Covenant? Did she have another godly device? Had she discovered some charm, some magic, some disruptive symbol? Josie racked her brain. But she couldn’t remember reading about anything, device, charm, or otherwise, that had the power to come between an Eye and the Covenant.

“Have you talked to the other Eyes?” Josie asked.

Tessa’s lips curled, like she’d gotten a whiff of curdled milk. “If they were blind, they would tell me, I am the Triune.”

Josie measured her breath. “They might not.”

“Why?” Tessa snapped. “Because I’m not a good enough Triune?”

“Because they don’t know you. They don’t trust you—”

“They have to trust me, I’m the Triune.”

“It doesn’t work like that. Just having the mask doesn’t make you the Triune. You have to own it, Tessa. Why do you think the new Triune goes on a tour after she’s completed her trials? It’s not just a meet and greet. You need to show them that you’re no slouch. That you’re serious. That they should fear you. You have to put in the work—”

“I have been working—”

“I know you have, Tessa, but—”

“But it’s never enough, is it? I summoned the Tripartite today. For the first time. I stopped those TemperMentals. I saved your life.”

“I know, Tessa, and thank you,” Josie said. “Thank you for saving me.”

Tessa’s chin remained firm, her eyes narrowed. “But?”

“But if the other Eyes are blind, they’re not about to go blabbing it, not even to you. This may surprise you, but not all of the tribes enjoy being governed by the Triune.”

“What would you do?” Judah asked. He had resumed his folded arm bodyguard stance. “If you were the Triune?”

He just had to remind her that she wasn’t the Triune, didn’t he?

She met his cool gaze with one of her own, wondering how someone with such cold eyes could be so warm. Just thinking about his heat brought warmth back to her. “I would go to the Fates.”

Beech’s eyes popped. “Whoa.”

Tessa recoiled, sinking deeper against the black vinyl of her chair. “I can’t do that.”

Josie turned back to her sister. “Why not?”

“Because it’s suicidal,” Judah answered.

She glowered at him. “Maybe for you, but not for a Triune . . . necessarily.”

Plenty of Triunes had died attempting to summon the Fates. But a Triune didn’t think about her own life when the lives of others were at stake.

“I couldn’t,” Tessa said. “I can’t.”

Josie twisted, yanking the tubes and machines with her. “Stop saying that! Yes, you can. You are the Triune. You are the blood of the Daughter of Death. You are the only one who can summon Fates. If I were you, I would’ve done it a month ago, as soon as Mom had been murdered. I would’ve gone to the Fates and demanded they tell me who this earth bitch is and where to find her. I would’ve tracked her down and delivered her the justice she deserves.”

Tessa wheeled her chair back. “I don’t even know how to find the island. I haven’t tried. And the Fates . . . If I go to them . . . won’t they take years off my life?”

Josie gazed at her sister—so pale, so thin, so unprepared. It wasn’t Tessa’s fault she hadn’t been trained. It wasn’t her fault she’d been taught to fear the Fates while Josie had been taught to seek them out.

Josie swallowed back her fury and frustration. Not useful. Not to her. Not to Tessa. Helping Tessa was her priority. Really, it was the only thing she could do.

She inhaled. A Triune must maintain focus. Calm. Control.

“Yes, they would,” she said. “The Fates would take whatever they thought was fair, and you would have to give it to them. And you would do so, gladly.”

“No, I—”

“Tessa, please,” Josie interrupted, wishing that Tessa would call her out for it. Interrupting the Triune was not allowed, but Tessa just sat there. They had so much work to do. “The most important thing at the moment is making sure you come into full possession of the Tripartite. Summoning them today was a great step in the right direction, but you have to keep pushing, especially now—”

“I will,” Tessa said, “I swear.”

“You know she’s out there now,” Josie said, careful to conceal any bitterness she might’ve felt about the fact that her sister had doubted her. “You know how dangerous she is. Material TemperMentals. Blinding the Eye—”

“I know,” Tessa said. “I’ll work harder. I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

“Anything.”

“Just not the Fates.”

“I can’t make you go to the Fates, Tessa. That has to be your decision, but if that’s what you have to do, then you’ll do it, because you’re the Triune. You don’t get to be selfish. Not even with your life. Your duty is to the Covenant and the Core above all things.”

Tessa looked like she might puke again.

Josie gazed down at her hands. Her palms were scratched, red, and swollen from being dragged across the beach. “Mom might’ve been a cold bitch, Tessa, but she wasn’t selfish. She gave up everything . . . Dad, you. She knew you’d be happier if you didn’t have to live with her, with the Triune. She didn’t leave you behind because she liked it or because she wanted to. She did it because it was the right thing to do. For you. That’s who Mom was. That’s who you have to be now.”

Tessa gazed at her for a moment and then dropped her head, nodding.

“And what about you?” Beech asked softly.

Josie shifted back to face him. “What about me?”

“You’re a freakin’ mask-maker, betty. You didn’t see what Judah did. That ocean god was badass. He sucker punched those ghost-dicks. And when you hit the water, he parted the waves Moses-style and the tide delivered you right to him. Sick with a college degree.” He lifted his eyebrow at Judah. “Wasn’t it?”

Judah wore his impassive mask. “Water’s not my element.”

“It was amazing,” Simone said, as she sketched more symbols on the foot of the bed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Beech pushed the tip of his finger gently into Josie’s shoulder. “You did that. No wonder this earth goddess chick wants you so bad. If you could do that on the fly, just think about what you’ll be able to do once you’ve earned your chops.”

“And how am I supposed to learn? It’s not like there are any other mask-makers around to teach me.” Josie hugged her knees. “And . . . maybe I shouldn’t try to learn.”

“What are you talking about?” Beech said. “You have to make more masks.”

“No, I don’t,” Josie said. “It’s dangerous. I don’t know what god I’m going to make material. And if I don’t make any more masks, then maybe that earth bitch will lose interest.”

Beech’s mouth dropped open. He held his hand out to the others. “Help me out here.”

Tessa looked away. Simone squatted down, like she was drawing more symbols on the floor, even though she had already circled the bed twice.

“Come on, Judah. Ocean god? Water may not be your element of choice, but power like that had to have been a pretty sweet ride,” Beech said. “Tell me it wasn’t one of the best experiences of your life.”

Judah’s gaze turned upwards, as if he were weighing being in possession of the ocean god against everything else he’d ever done.

“I don’t believe this,” Beech said, shaking his head. “Dude, even you can’t be that repressed.”

Judah’s eyes narrowed, but Beech didn’t see it. He’d already turned back to Josie.

“Josie, you beautiful hardass, don’t you get it? This is why you’re not the Triune. The gods had another plan for you. This is it. You can’t ignore this any more than Tessa can ignore the Tripartite. You think the gods are going to be cool with you blowing this off? You said it yourself. There hasn’t been a mask-maker for centuries. The gods gave you a gift. What do you think they’ll do to you if you don’t use it?”

Josie drew the sheet back over her legs, which were breaking out in goose bumps again. She had the worst feeling in the depths of her stomach, almost as bad as drowning. A feeling that he was right.

“Besides, you gave him the ocean god?” Beech notched his thumb back at Judah, who was scowling. “Come on.”


March 11th
Eight Days Later

“ARE YOU OKAY?” TESSA asked, breaking her standing meditation pose.

Josie lifted her head, pulling her fingers from her hair. “Yeah,” she said, rolling her shoulders. “I just haven’t been sleeping that well.”

In fact, she’d been having nightmares. She hadn’t had nightmares for years. And these were worse than any of the old ones—the ones about being abandoned and trapped on the island. Much worse. Sometimes they were about her mom’s murder, sometimes about being kidnapped by TemperMentals, but always they ended with drowning—hitting the water, stabbing cold, suffocating darkness. Every night for the last week, she’d woken up gasping for air, hands clawing at her chest like they were trying to rip open her skin to let the air into her lungs.

“You look terrible,” Judah said without looking up from the tablet screen. “Maybe you should take something.”

Josie pushed off of the living room couch, grinding her teeth. “I need a break.”

She went into the kitchen and started another pot of coffee. She heard Tessa’s soft shuffle across the tile, but she didn’t turn around.

“You haven’t thanked him, you know,” Tessa said. “I was hoping you’d be nicer to him, since he saved your life.”

Josie leaned on the counter, rubbing a circle into her forehead.

“I am being nice,” she said. “I haven’t told him to get the hell out of here, have I?”

“Josie! I’ve done everything you’ve asked me to do, haven’t I?”

Josie straightened up, turning around. “Yes.”

“And?”

“And you’re doing . . . well.”

Since they’d returned home and resumed training, Tessa had been in daily contact with the Tripartite, had summoned them again for a few minutes, and had only puked once afterwards. Not bad. But Josie could only put Tessa through a fraction of the training exercises that their mother had put Josie through, because they were locked in, either at the house or the center, and because Tessa could only handle a couple of hours of training a day. If the Tripartite didn’t exhaust her first, then she exhausted Josie with her whining.

“And since I’ve done everything you’ve asked,” Tessa said, “I’m now asking you to thank Judah for saving your life. Is that so hard?”

Yes. Every time Josie looked at him all she wanted to do was translocate back to the Triune’s Island and spend the rest of her life naming crabs. He may have saved her, but nothing had changed between them. He was still an arrogant ass. Saving her life hadn’t softened his attitude towards her. If anything, he’d been more brusque and dismissive. But maybe that was because she hadn’t thanked him. She’d been focusing all her energy on pretending nothing had happened, which mostly meant looking through him like he didn’t exist. Not exactly the most grateful position to take, she knew.

Tessa crossed her arms. She’d been working on her authoritative face, and it was coming along nicely. Josie would have congratulated her, except she didn’t want to be the one on the receiving end of the Triune’s scolding.

“Don’t you think he deserves it?” Tessa asked. “Isn’t it the right thing to do?”

Josie let out a heavy breath. “Yes, you’re right. It is.” She pushed away from the counter. “I’ll do it now.”

“Good,” Tessa said with a less than Triune-ish smile.

Even though it will kill some small part of me, Josie thought as she trudged back into the living room.

Judah lounged in the Mission-style chair, leg hanging over the wide wooden arm. Josie stopped next to him, stuffing her hands into her back pockets and choking on the words in her throat. Tessa stood next to her.

Judah looked up at them, from one to the other and back again. “What?”

Tessa prodded Josie with her elbow.

But the words wouldn’t come.

Judah put the tablet aside—the slant of his brow turned suspicious. Gods, had she spent so much time with him that she could decipher the emotional degrees of his eyebrows? Ugh.

“What are you up to?” he asked.

“We’re not up to anything,” Tessa said. “Josie?”

Oh, just get it over with.

She took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling. “Thank you for saving me.”

There. That hadn’t been so bad. She met his remote gaze.

“That almost sounded like you meant it.” He leaned over and slid his tablet into his worn leather bag. “Maybe you would’ve rather drowned? Or died of hypothermia? I was there, you know. I heard what the doctor said.”

She cursed under her breath. In the emergency room, the doctor had told her that she was lucky Judah had known what to do—strip off her wet clothes, hold her body against his—because even though she’d been saved from drowning, if Judah hadn’t acted so quickly to warm her core temperature, she could’ve frozen to death.

“What do you want me to say? I thanked you, didn’t I?”

Judah stood. He slung his bag over his head and across his chest. “If that’s what you call it.”

“Does it have to be like this?” Tessa stomped her foot in five-year-old fashion. “Don’t I have enough to deal with without playing referee for you two?”

“Forget about it,” Judah said. “I didn’t do it so you would thank me anyway.” He turned to Tessa. “You’d better get ready, if you’re coming.”

Tessa’s eyes widened. “Oh, right, I forgot. Just a second.” She ran out of the room and back through the kitchen to the bedroom hallway.

“Wait a minute,” Josie called after her. She turned back to Judah. “Where are you going?”

“To the center,” Judah said, taking his phone out of his pocket. “Simone’s having one of her soup kitchen days. She didn’t tell you?”

Josie pressed the heel of her hand to her head. “She did. I forgot too.”

Simone was planning on feeding the homeless that afternoon. She’d asked Josie to come help.

Judah didn’t comment, engrossed in his phone.

Josie eyed him. “Can I catch a ride?”

Judah looked at her from the top of his eyes. Then he slid his phone in his pocket. “It’s killing you, isn’t it?”

Her head dropped back. “Never mind.”

“What’s the big deal?” he asked as she started to walk away.

She stopped. Don’t turn around. Don’t turn . . . 

She turned around. “You know what the big deal is. You saved my life. That’s a pretty big deal.”

He crossed his arms. “I’m glad you think so.”

“So what do you want? A card? A medal? A statue?”

He smirked. A surge of heat swelled up in her. Gods, she wanted to hit him. No matter how many times she told herself she wasn’t going to let him get to her, he found a way.

“It really bothers you,” he said, “to feel like you owe me, doesn’t it? But if it makes you feel better, I would’ve done it for anybody. You’re not special.”

“Oh, yes, that makes me feel so much better.”

He looked down at the floor between them, smirk fading, brow turning serious. “We’re never going to be friends, Josie.”

“You’re right about that.”

“But we both care about Tessa, so why don’t we just . . . stay off each other’s toes?”

She held up her hands, taking a step back. “My pleasure.” She started to turn away again.

“But first . . .”

She stopped and turned back.

His eyes glinted, sapphires in firelight. “Say it,” he said. “Say it and mean it.”

Her fingernails dug into her palms. “You are such an asshole.” She smiled. “And I really mean it, from the bottom of my heart.”

“Scared?” he asked.

“What would I be scared of?”

“Of being honest. That’s why you think I’m such an asshole, because I’ve told you the truth. You just haven’t wanted to hear it.”

“Truth? I had to almost die for you to believe I was telling the truth—for Tessa to believe me. And I know you’re the reason she didn’t believe me in the first place. That’s what makes you an asshole. You’ve been sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong—”

“You’re unbelievable,” he said. “All this bullshit is just you avoiding the fact that you can’t say it, can you? Was Tessa right? Are you really so frigid that you can’t even say thank you and mean it?”

She threw up her hands. “You’re right. I can’t. Not to you. Not that you care, because nothing I say matters to you anyway, right? So why should you care if I thank you?”

“I don’t,” he said. “I just didn’t think you could do it. And I was right.”

“And that’s what really makes you happy, isn’t it? Being right?”

“You just can’t handle it, can you?”

“What the—”

“The fact that you’re not the Triune. The fact that you’re going to have to depend on other people to help you and protect you, to save you. That drives you crazy, doesn’t it?”

“Where do you get—”

“Get over it. It’s not the worst thing in the world to have to depend on other people. Welcome to the human race, Josie.”

A twisting mass of curse words churned in her gut, but before she could let any of them loose, Tessa’s bouncy footfalls sounded, down the stairs, through the kitchen, into the living room.

“I’m ready.”

Judah opened the front door. Tessa breezed by, smiling and rosy-cheeked. She stopped in the threshold and looked back at Josie. “Are you coming? Simone is like your new best friend now, isn’t she?”

Judah leaned against the door, expression blank. So what if she hated him? She didn’t have to like him to help Simone.

“Yeah, she is.” Josie grabbed her bag from the bench by the front door. “Let’s go.”





Chapter 13

March 11th

JOSIE LUGGED ANOTHER MASSIVE empty pot into the kitchen, greeted by the mingled scents of dish detergent and black bean soup. Not her favorite perfume. Kai was at the sink, up to his skinny elbows in suds. She set the pot down on the cluttered counter next to the deep industrial sinks.

“Need some help?” she asked, surveying the piles of dirty dishes.

“Nah,” he said. “The longer I’m back here, the less likely I am to be dragged out there where I might have to pretend like I actually care.”

“Big fan of charity, huh?”

He pushed the pot into the soapy water, drowning it. “It perpetuates weakness,” he said. “I believe in survival of the fittest.”

“That’s pretty brutal.” Josie loaded up one of the dishwasher trays with plates and silverware.

He shrugged. “Nature’s brutal. Our mistake is thinking we’re separate from it.”

“And what does Simone think about that?” She shoved the tray into the dishwasher and yanked the handle down. A gush and whoosh filled the big kitchen. Next door, the cafeteria-like room, also the tribe’s meeting hall, was crammed with a wide array of Portland’s hungriest. Simone was in her element, grinning from ear to ear as she loaded up bowls with soup.

Kai’s signature sly smile appeared as he scrubbed the pot. Aloof as he was, Josie enjoyed the rare moments when he would converse with her. Usually, he had something interesting to say. And, frankly, he was one of the few people who would actually talk to her. Most of the tribe was giving her the cold shoulder. Nancy’s influence appeared to be greater than Caroline’s.

“Simone thinks the same thing about me that she does about all those schmucks out there,” he said. “That we can be saved.” He hefted the pot out of the sink to rinse it. “That’s why I love her.”

Josie started loading another rack for the dishwasher. “You really do, don’t you?”

“Do you think I’d be wearing this,”—he gestured to the bright yellow, full-length rubber apron he wore over his dark clothes—“if I didn’t?”

She smiled. That was another reason she liked Kai, one more person who could make her smile.

The dishwasher finished its cycle with a clunk and a sigh. She opened it, releasing a cloud of steam, and shoved the next rack in, pushing the clean one out.

She hadn’t needed to ask Kai if he loved Simone. She knew he did. She could tell, not just because of the way he’d kissed her the first time Josie had seen them together, but because of all the little things. The razor-sharp edge to his smile disappeared when she was around. He was always looking at her and errantly touching her. And why shouldn’t he love her? Simone was generous and open and warmhearted. She was easy to love. Josie was sure no one had ever called Simone frigid.

Not that Josie cared what Judah thought. She was doing her damnedest to forget he existed at all. Most of the time she was successful, but his words were insidious. They’d burrowed under her skin, leaving her sore and irritated.

Did she still want to be the Triune?

Not really.

She just didn’t know how not to be the Triune. She didn’t know how to give up everything she’d been taught. So much of it had been ripped away from her already. She felt like she was hanging onto scraps as it was. Did he really expect she could simply forget it all and become a normal teenager? Did he think she would be able to exchange duty to Covenant and Core for Friday night keggers and Saturday night bonfires as easily as Tessa exchanged an ill-fitting sweater at the mall?

Why was he pushing her so hard anyway? Why wasn’t he pushing Tessa? She was the one who needed to be pushed. Everything depended on her now. After all, Tessa was the Triune. Maybe it wasn’t easy for Josie to accept, yet she didn’t have any choice. And she really was trying to help Tessa. As different as they were, as little as Josie understood her sister, she still didn’t want anything to happen to Tessa. The thought that that earth bitch might do to Tessa what she’d done to their mom made Josie’s ears ring with fury.

It wouldn’t happen. It couldn’t. Josie would do whatever it took to make sure it didn’t.

But that was the trouble, wasn’t it? As far as Josie could see, there wasn’t much she could do to help Tessa. She’d always assumed that when she started training the next Triune, the heir would be, in all likelihood, her own daughter. She’d anticipated raising her daughter the way she’d been raised, with an understanding that, at the end of the day, a Triune stands alone.

Did Josie have a problem depending on other people? Yes, she did. A Triune couldn’t depend on other people. That’s what she’d been taught. Except, the more she thought about it, the less convinced she was that it was really that simple. Her mom had always seemed omnipotent, but in the end, she’d been as vulnerable as anyone else. She’d been human.

It shouldn’t have been such a shock. But it was. More and more, Josie was realizing just how naïve she’d been, about so many things.

The kitchen’s back door swung open. Beech strolled in, grinning as always.

“I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said to Josie. He slid behind Kai, slapping him on the shoulder. Kai stiffened, his lip curled. Even Josie knew not to touch Kai. But Beech persisted in flouting all rules. Josie wasn’t sure how she felt about that or him. She wasn’t doing anything to control her feelings for Beech, yet they remained elusive.

“I’ve been here for hours,” she said.

“Then it sounds like you’re ready for a break.” He hooked her wrist and pulled her away from the dishwasher, leading her through the swinging doors and into the crowded hall.

The garlic aroma of black bean soup mixed with the pungent funk of a couple of hundred unwashed bodies. Josie kept her face neutral, though one table she passed stank worse than a public park port-o-john.

Simone didn’t seem to mind the stink. She was collecting dirty plates from the tables, chatting it up with the locals, hugging people like they were long lost relatives. She didn’t seem to notice Josie and Beech as he dragged her along the back wall towards another door. This one led into the center. In order to access it, he had to punch a code into the keypad.

“Are you supposed to know that code?” she asked.

His green eyes glinted. “Are you going to turn me in?”

Her eyebrow arched at him.

“Still haven’t given up being the sheriff, huh?” Beech said, turning back to keypad.

Josie glanced back at the crowded hall, but no one was paying them any attention.

Tessa stood behind the serving table, ladling thick black soup into bowls. Her eyes wore purple shadows of fatigue, sweat glistened on her forehead. She’d been working hard lately, and Josie hadn’t even really been pushing her. A pang of worry shot through Josie. Tessa wasn’t prepared for the Tripartite, not in the least.

Judah appeared behind Tessa. He leaned over her shoulder, speaking close to her ear—intimately.

Tessa said something back and gave him a weak smile. He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers.

Josie went cold.

No one had ever touched Josie like that.

No one had ever looked at Josie the way Kai looked at Simone.

Seventeen years had passed and it had never occurred to her, it had never bothered her. So where, all of a sudden, had this ache come from? She turned away from them and the ache. Another useless emotion, another thought to be stuffed into the darkness and forgotten.

Beech pulled her into the bright corridor and led her to the stairs.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“My mom has something she wants to show you,” he said as they came to the top of the flight. “But first.” He stopped on the landing, turned, and stepped into her.

He kissed her. Under the harsh fluorescents, in a stairwell that smelled vaguely of pine-scented antiseptic and wax, with a boy who had promised nothing but to never make any promises, Josie had her first real kiss. Not like that quick peck he had given her in her room, or the kiss she’d given Daisuke all those years ago that had been awkward for both of them. This was warm and alive and touching that ache inside of her that she hadn’t been able to quite lock away from her consciousness.

He pulled back, grinning. “Hope that was okay. I was going to wait for you to give me the green light, but patience . . . not my favorite game.”

She had to remind herself to breathe. “It’s okay.”

“Good.” He pulled his necklace into his mouth, biting the chain. “Want to do it again?”

She nodded.

“Me too.” He dropped the chain and kissed her again. This time she was ready. She kissed him back. In a few minutes, she was pressed between him and the wall, forgetting about the ache. And it was good. Really good.

A throat-clearer interrupted.

Their mouths broke apart. Josie glanced over Beech’s shoulder and shrank back, arms sliding away from him.

Beech turned and let out a groan. “Come on, Mama Bear.”

Gretchen leaned a shoulder against the wall, grinning. “Forgive the intrusion,” she said, “but Caroline sent me to find you. Some of us do have other things to do today.”

Beech’s fingers threaded through hers. She felt herself smiling, for real smiling.

“This better be good,” he said, leading Josie towards the next flight of stairs.

Gretchen’s eyes sparkled. “Just wait.”
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Josie floated into Caroline’s office, overcome with a flushed, disembodied sensation.

The office was bright, airy, messy:  a big window to the left, under it a desk, a monitor on one corner, a laptop in the center, to the right, a wall of shelves, packed with books. The longest wall was covered in cork. Pins held up rough sketches, bold graphic designs, and cartoonish doodles.

A darkly clad young man dominated the corner of the room. A sudden rush of self-consciousness flooded Josie. She touched her lips, like she could cool them with her fingertips. Her hand disengaged from Beech’s.

Caroline jumped up from the light table under the cork wall, smiling widely.

“Josie, I’m so glad you’re here.” Caroline hurried to the door, shutting and locking it. “Lily wanted to join us, but she wasn’t feeling well.”

Josie glanced again at the young man with the pouty lips and honey-hued skin, trying to remember if she knew him, but for some reason looking at him made her mind go blank. He watched her with a reserved expression.

“Risky business,” Beech said. “My favorite kind.”

Gretchen took his arm and made him step back. “Cool your porridge, Baby Bear.”

Caroline ushered Josie to the glass table, which was glowing softly with bluish white light. She gestured towards the young man. “Josie, this is Russell. He’s one of the tribe’s archivists.”

It came back to her then.

“I remember,” Josie said. “Russell Vale.”

His dark eyes sparked a bit. People liked to be remembered, especially after such a long time. The last time she’d seen him, she’d been seven. He was older by a few years. He’d been eleven or twelve when they’d last crossed paths. At one of the tribe’s weddings, all the older girls had been giggling over him. Josie remembered thinking they were silly. In fact, she was feeling a bit silly herself at the moment.

“You’re Kai’s foster brother,” she said, piecing together the last names, and Kai having mentioned an older brother.

At the mention of Kai’s name, Russell’s expression turned grim. He shifted his dark, dark eyes to Caroline. Were they brown or black?

“With all respect, Glory of the Present,” he said to Caroline, his tone belying his youthfulness even though he exuded a much older presence, “are you sure this is a good idea—”

“They’re not doing any good down in the archives, Russell,” Caroline said. “Lily and I have both agreed it’s worth trying.”

Josie didn’t fail to note that, whatever was happening, Nancy had not agreed. More dissension within the Eye. Not good.

“What’s going on?” Josie asked.

“Here, look.” Caroline ushered Josie to the table. Eight shallow wooden boxes sat side-by-side, dark rectangles on a bright flat plane. “Russell?”

He slid the lid off the first box. A milk-white crystal flashed from under his shirt cuff as his hands moved—a charm of some kind. Otherwise, his appearance was professional and neat, dark slacks, a maroon button-down. Was it synthetic or silk? Her thumb ran over her fingertips. She had an urge to touch his shirt to find out.

He caught her eye and smiled a little, like he could tell what she was thinking. Yes, he was attractive. No, she wasn’t attracted to every guy she met. She’d met plenty of good-looking young men in the Core. Few of them had that inexplicable force surrounding them that compelled her to give them a second thought. But when she encountered someone with that invisible charge, she found it difficult not to take notice. Beech was like lightning, dazzling in a sudden, unpredictable way. And Russell . . . Russell had his own mysterious aura.

Josie and Caroline stepped back as Russell moved down the table, removing the lids. Within each box was a mask. Or most of a mask. They were all broken. Josie’s heart hurt gazing down at the shattered faces.

Most were made of wood. Two appeared to be clay. One seemed to be chiseled from stone. Their jagged fragments were nestled in thin curls of wood shavings like broken egg shells.

“These are the ones we thought might be salvageable,” Caroline said in a soft, reverent voice.

Josie’s gaze ran over the faces. A black clay mask drew her attention. It had presence too. Even though it was broken, it spoke to her.

Josie forced her eyes up to Caroline. “The tribe’s ancient masks?” It wasn’t really a question.

Caroline nodded.

“You want me to repair them?”

Caroline’s face was lit up from within. “Do you think you can?”

Josie’s eyes returned to the mask.

It was broken down the middle. One half was intact, sharply featured, with long eyes and a slanting brow. The other half was splintered further in two, along the cheekbone. A triangular fragment was missing from the forehead, where the two halves of the face would’ve come together.

Compared to some, the mask was plain, without an exaggerated expression to represent the god’s personality, or the ornate decoration to celebrate the god’s greatness. Just a smooth burnt black face. The longer she looked at it, the more something stirred within her. A hot something.

She reached for it.

“Careful,” Russell said, stopping her.

“Of course, she’ll be careful, Russell,” Caroline said.

“Just because it’s broken doesn’t mean it’s not priceless,” Russell said, not harshly, but with anxiety. “It’s still the mask of a god.”

Her fingertips grazed the mask’s lower lip—and were singed. She snatched her hand back, more from surprise than pain. A flicker of flame appeared in the god’s eye and then vanished again.

“What is it?” Caroline said.

Josie’s lips were dry. Her fingers throbbed from the heat sinking beneath her skin and winding up her arm, spreading all through her.

“Josie,” Caroline said, prying her attention from the mask, “what do you think?”

“I don’t know.” Was it her imagination or did she hear a faint crackle?

“Well, whatever you need, Gretchen will help you,” Caroline said.

“Wait a minute,” Russell said.

“Russell, this is not your decision,” Caroline said.

“But—”

Caroline turned on him. “This can happen with or without your involvement, which would you prefer?”

Russell withdrew, but he didn’t look happy about it.

Josie’s hands started to sweat. “Can . . . .”

“You can do whatever you need to do, if you think you might be able to repair them and bring our gods back to us,” Caroline said.

Josie slid the lid on and swept the box off the table. The flush returned, but this time it was far below the surface. Some deep down heat within her had been awakened.

Russell’s dark eyes—black—looked like they might pop out of his skull, but he kept his lips pressed tight.

“Can I take this one with me?” she asked.

Russell stepped forward as if he might try to snatch it from her. She stepped back, cradling the box. Caroline put a hand against his chest, stopping him. “Yes. If you think you need to.”

Her hands tightened around the box. The wood felt warm. Was the god’s power seeping out of the mask somehow? Had it really burned her? She refused to let go of the box to inspect her fingertips. Russell tracked her every movement.

Need. Yes, that’s what this feeling was. A need.




Chapter 14

March 19th
Eight Days Later

“ALLISON,” ONE OF THE girls working at an easel, Fiona, hissed. “Look.”

Allison, a pretty girl whom Josie recalled had once been a close friend of Tessa’s, but didn’t seem to be any longer, peeked around her easel. “What’s he doing here?”

“Good question,” Kai muttered, sinking into a deeper brood as Russell entered the art lab. He and Josie were hovering at the back of the room, keeping Simone company as she shaped a bowl on the kickwheel.

“I told you,” Fiona whispered. She and Allison were stationed close enough that Josie could hear everything they were saying.

Allison finger-combed her platinum hair. “How do I look?”

“Gorgeous as always,” Fiona said. “But I hope you’re going to make him grovel before you take him back.”

“Of course I’m going to make him grovel. And pay. Big time. But who said I’m going to take him back?”

“Are you?”

“He’s been blowing me off for the last week. What do you think? Shut up, he’s coming.”

She and Fiona ducked behind their easels again.

Josie hugged her messenger bag to her chest. Inside was the mask.

Russell started towards the back of the room, but Gretchen intercepted him with a big smile. “Russell! How nice to see you back in the art lab. It’s been too long.”

“I think he has the hots for you,” Kai muttered, leaning against the counter next to her.

Josie’s eyes darted over to Allison, who apparently had been dating Russell. Allison didn’t seem to hear Kai’s remark.

Simone looked up from the pottery wheel. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“Because I’ve been trying not to think about it,” Kai said with an air of disgust. “He’s asked me about her every day for the last week. He moved back home a couple weeks ago, because his roommate bailed on him.” Kai growled. “As if that wasn’t bad enough, he’s been harassing me for days. Are you going to see Josie today? What’s she doing? Is she going to the art lab?” He leaned closer to Josie. “It’s obnoxious. Keep me out of your love life, please?”

Josie turned her back to Russell. “He doesn’t have the hots for me.”

“I hope not,” Kai grumbled. “He’s getting his master’s in douche-baggery, just so you know.”

Josie watched Allison, who was pretending to be totally engrossed in her painting, but didn’t seem to be paying them any attention. Josie hoped that Russell really was here for Allison.

Not that Joise wasn’t attracted to Russell, she was, but it felt strange to be attracted to another guy when she’d been making out with Beech every night. She liked Beech, a lot. As much as she enjoyed kissing him—and she did—sometimes she found her mind wandering. Most often to the mask. Sometimes to Russell. She wondered if her detachment stemmed from Beech’s beliefs on monogamy or her Triune training or something else entirely, but she didn’t give it too much thought. Beech made it easy not to think too much, which was another reason she liked him.

As usual, her mother’s throaty jazz singer voice was in the back of her head,

No matter whom you love, how well you love, a Triune stands alone, Josie. Between the gods and humanity. It is your duty. Let nothing come before that.

“Josie,” Russell said from behind her.

Allison peered around her easel. Her icy blue eyes bulged and her cherry red lips pursed. If Allison’s eyes had had laser sights, Josie was sure there’d be little red dots bouncing around on her forehead. Simone’s would-be vase folded into a wet brown crumple in her hands.

Josie turned, still hugging her bag.

Russell’s eyes were so black she couldn’t tell the iris from the pupil, as black as the mask. They tracked down to the bag.

“You’re carrying it around with you?” His lips barely moved they were so tight, but his tone remained polite. “Do you realize—”

“I won’t let anything happen to it,” she said.

He didn’t look convinced. “May I see it?”

She leaned back from him, bumping into Kai. She had no reason to say no, and she didn’t want to create animosity with Russell, but she didn’t want to give him the mask either.

“What are you two talking about?” Kai asked.

The acrimony between Kai and Russell was palpable, a tense, ugly feeling that made Josie’s shoulders bunch.

“May we speak in private?” Russell leaned in closer, his voice lowering. His cologne was cool and crisp, his eyes sparking. “Please?”

Josie nodded.

Russell gestured for her to go before him. She did, ignoring the stares of just about everyone in the room, but most pointedly the ones behind her—Simone, Kai, Fiona, and Allison.

She headed out towards the hall, but he caught her arm and pulled her into the kiln room. He shut the door behind her. Two electric kilns—one a stainless steel cylinder and the other a big metal box—took up most of the tiny space, which was constructed of concrete blocks. Racks, half full of fired pieces, sat in the midst of the room. Too dry, the earthy air stuck in her throat.

In such a tight space, his presence pressed heavily against her. He gave her a small smile, but it was hiding things; she could tell. She just didn’t know what, and maybe that was part of his allure. Secrets seemed to haunt the dark recesses of his eyes.

“I realize Caroline gave the mask to you and that she trusts you,” he said in a gentle, friendly tone, “but I was just hired to oversee the collection last month. I’m not even out of grad school yet, so . . .” He swallowed, looking a bit shy and pleading.

Josie wondered if this was the kind of groveling Allison had wanted. Josie could see how it might have some appeal.

“Please understand,” he said, “I’m trying to establish myself in the tribe. You get that, right? I mean, there’s a time in all of our lives when we have to leave behind who we were, you know, as kids, in order to become who we would like to be as adults. I don’t want the matriarchs to think that they made a mistake allowing someone as young as I am, not out of school, to curate the tribe’s ancient mask collection.”

Josie’s hold on the bag never loosened. “You’re worried about the mask.”

“Yes,” he said, showing relief, seeming to be glad she understood. And she did.

“I’m taking care of it, I promise.” She held the bag tighter. Even in the box, through the denim of her bag, she could feel the mask’s heat, like a hot pan felt through an oven mitt. “Caroline said I could keep it.”

“Not forever,” he said.

“For as long as I need to.”

His sparking eyes snuffed out. “And how long is that exactly?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

His face hardened, but then smoothed over again. He reached out and touched the strap of her bag. “May I just—”

The door to the kiln swung open, Gretchen propped her fist on her hip. “I hate to interrupt—”

“Then don’t,” Russell said.

Simone peeked around the door. Kai took the door and opened it a little more.

“Is my brother bothering you?” Kai asked, like he hoped the answer was yes so he could do something about it. Not that Kai looked like he could do much of anything to his brother, who had a physique that appeared almost as well tuned as Judah’s.

A few others had gathered behind to spy, Allison and Fiona among them, giving Josie more loaded-gun looks. Gretchen turned.

“Nothing to see.” Gretchen waved her hands at them, shooing. “Get back to work.”

One after the other, the gawkers disappeared. Simone slipped into the kiln room, frowning at Russell’s fingers on Josie’s bag. “What are you doing?” She slapped at his hand. “Let go. That’s not yours.”

Russell drew his hand back. “I wasn’t going to take the mask—”

“Mask?” Kai asked, taking a step inside as well.

Gretchen cursed and shut the door, crowding in with the rest.

“You weren’t supposed to say anything,” she said to Russell. “Simone, Kai, I really think we should—”

“Now isn’t a good time,” Josie said to Russell.

“Can’t have what?” Kai asked. “You have a mask in your bag? Not the best place to keep it.”

“My point exactly,” Russell said.

Kai cringed, as if agreeing with Russell caused him pain.

“I don’t have a stash,” Josie said, “and I wasn’t going to leave it lying around.”

Truth was, she didn’t want to share the mask or give it back. The thought of being away from it, even for a minute, made her queasy. She even slept with it—in the box—but she wasn’t going to tell them that.

Russell held onto his patience, though she could tell it was fraying. “I thought you were supposed to be fixing it.”

Simone’s eyes lit up. “You’re fixing a mask?” Then her face fell. “You didn’t tell me?”

“I haven’t figured out how to fix it,” she said, “yet. But I will, I just need time.” Until then she’d just enjoy looking at it and touching it . . . and snuggling with it.

Okay, so it was weird. But ever since she’d brought the mask home, all her nightmares—plunging through the slicing waves, sucking in briny water, thrashing, panicking, helplessly sinking into the darkness—had been transformed.

Now, before the darkness swallowed her—before she would have awoken gasping and clawing and terrified—a light appeared in the swelling murk. A wavering flame. Instead of floundering senselessly, she was able to swim. She swam towards the flame. Thus far, she hadn’t reached it, but she wanted to. She needed to.

When she woke in the morning, she wasn’t flailing in panic. Instead, she had this sort of hopeful, warm feeling. And the mask was too hot to touch. The god might have been trying to send her a message, or maybe he was just trying to make her feel better. Either way, she wasn’t giving up the mask. Not until she had no other choice.

“Why don’t you let me store it in the archives until you’ve figured out if you can actually repair it?” Russell offered amicably.

“I can repair it,” she said flatly. She knew what everyone was saying, calling her a liar behind her back. She saw the looks in their eyes, felt the chill of their whispers.

Russell held up his hands in surrender, that mysterious smile playing over his lips like shadows cast by flames.

“Good, great, amazing,” he said. “I look forward to it, but until then, don’t you think it would be safer in the archives? It’s ancient, Josie. Delicate. It really should be handled with the utmost care. The archives are temperature and humidity controlled. That mask is a rare composite of volcanic—”

Kai rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a jerk-off, Russell. She’ll take care of your precious little mask.”

A dark cloud swept over Russell’s features. “This doesn’t involve you, you twisted little—”

“Okay.” Gretchen stepped up between them. “Josie, why don’t you give me the box? I’ll open it and Russell will see that you’re taking as much care of it as he would.”

After a moment, Josie opened the flap of her bag and pulled the box out. An already familiar heat met her touch and coursed through her. When she handed Gretchen the box, it felt like handing her heart over to a stranger. Gretchen took the box and slid the lid open. Russell crowded closer, leaning over to examine the three pieces of the mask. Kai and Simone peered around him to see. Josie stood by, her chest tight and her stomach in knots.

Simone turned to Josie. “Do you think you can fix it?”

Josie nodded. She knew she could. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she was certain it would happen—that it had to happen. She hadn’t realized she had known until the moment Simone had asked. Maybe it had something to do with the dreams she’d been having, or maybe it was just instinct. Whatever the case, at the moment her only concern was having the mask back in her possession.

Russell eyed her. He didn’t seem immediately dismissive of the possibility that she was a mask-maker, which made her feel all the worse for butting heads with him.

“That’s a tricky bit of repair work, ma belle,” Gretchen said. “What’s the plan? Epoxy?”

Russell blanched. “Gods, please tell me that is not what you intend to—”

“I’m not going to glue it,” she said, pushing the lid back over the mask and taking the box from Gretchen. Actually, she had thought about gluing it, except it was missing a piece. Glue wouldn’t fix that.

“I don’t know how else you’d go about it,” Gretchen said. “It can’t be refired.”

Fire. Josie’s hands began to tremble.

“Why not?” she asked, trying to sound as if she was asking out of mere curiosity.

“Pottery just doesn’t work like that,” Gretchen said. “You’d risk destroying the entire piece.”

Russell had drawn back, giving Josie a deeply appraising look that made her face feel like it was being fired. “Have you studied mask-making?”

Josie had done a bit of research, but between attempting to train Tessa—without killing her always-lurking boyfriend—and spending time with Beech, she wasn’t left with much time or energy for anything else. And frankly, the resources at the tribe’s archives were minuscule compared to the Triune’s archives. Mask-making was such an ancient art that there was really very little written about it in modern texts.

“You think she needs a degree in order to do it?” Kai asked.

“I’ve read up on it,” Russell said, his voice taut as he addressed Kai. “Mask-makers were extremely rare, even in the age of demigods. In fact, most mask-makers were—”

“Thanks for the lesson, bro,” Kai cut in. “But I think you should piss off now. You’re not getting your little mask back so why don’t you go spread your disease elsewhere?”

“Why don’t you suck my—”

“Okay!” Gretchen clapped her hands. “My kiln room isn’t rated for this kind of heat. Time to go.” She opened the door and gestured them out.

Simone went first, since no one else was moving. She plucked at Kai’s sleeve. After a moment of glaring at his brother, Kai followed.

Russell let out a leveling breath as Kai exited. Then he looked back at Josie, his flinty features softening. “If you want to talk about mask-making, before you attempt to repair our friend, you know where to find me. I’d be happy to help you, Josie.”

He strode out.

Josie watched him leave. Gretchen rolled her eyes after him.

“Do you know where Beech is?” Josie asked as she stepped out of the kiln room.

“Hardly ever,” Gretchen said, closing the door. “But I’m sure he’ll answer if you call him. He seems to be all about you at the moment.”

Josie ran her hands over the box, absorbing its creeping heat. “At the moment.”

Gretchen offered her a tight-lipped smile. “If it bothers you, you should tell him,” she said, putting a gentle hand on Josie’s back, wrapping Josie in the smoky scent of patchouli and charcoal. “Not everyone is interested in an open relationship and that’s okay. I’m not saying it will change him, but you should be honest if you want more. Who knows? I was in a committed relationship myself for a long time.”

“And then?”

“Then it became an open relationship, and then it was over. We went our separate ways. But I don’t regret it. I was happy in it and I was happy when it was over and I’m happy now. I was true to myself and honest with them. You should be too. Whatever that means for you.”

“And what if I don’t know what that means?”

Gretchen gave Josie a side squeeze. “So long as you’re honest with yourself, you’ll figure it out. In the meantime, don’t be afraid of getting hurt. Everybody gets hurt. Some of the best art comes out of being totally crushed and brokenhearted.”

“I’m not an artist.”

Gretchen’s pierced eyebrow shot up. “No?” She hooked her finger around the strap of Josie’s bag, her voice lowered to a whisper. “I wonder what our fire god friend would say about that.”

Josie gaped. “How did you know he’s a fire god?”

“I’ve seen a couple. Their masks are usually austere. Fire doesn’t need frills. They’d probably get burnt off anyway.” Gretchen ran her finger over her lip thoughtfully. “He?”

Josie looked away. Although they were in the far corner, away from the others, it seemed like everyone was leaning in their direction.

“Fire is a dangerous element, Josie,” Gretchen said, fixing her bright green eyes on Josie in a way that made her shift—sometimes it seemed like Gretchen had X-ray vision, like she could tell what Josie was thinking. “There’s a reason so few summoners are allowed to be in possession of the fire gods.”

“I know.”

“I’m honestly surprised Caroline allowed you take it. Considering . . .”

“You mean the stolen masks?” Josie asked, keeping her voice in a hush.

Gretchen glanced over shoulder. Eyes dropped, voices raised.

“Or are you talking about the Eye being blind?” Josie added.

Gretchen, for the first time since Josie had met her, looked stern. “You shouldn’t know about either of those things.”

“Why not? What difference does it make? Even if I said something, most people in the tribe would think I’m lying, like they do about the mask-making.”

“I don’t think that, Josie,” Gretchen said. “I know you’ll fix that mask. The question is, what will happen to it afterwards?”

He’ll be whole again. That’s all that matters.




Chapter 15

March 22nd
The Next Day

“I’M IMPRESSED, JOSIE-SLICE,” Beech said, flipping on the lights in the art lab. “I didn’t think you had it in you. Sneaking out in the middle of the night. Breaking and entering. It’s hella sexy.”

“Thanks for sharing,” Kai grumbled as he came in behind Beech.

Josie went straight past them, the box hot in her hands. Simone was on her heels.

“Are you sure about this?” Simone said, twisting her bracelets frantically.

Josie set the box on the counter and shook out her hands, which were shaking and sweating.

“Mix the clay,” Josie said.

Simone nodded and started to haul one of the five-gallon buckets away from the wall. Kai came over and lifted the clay-filled bucket onto the table for her.

Josie wiped the sweat off her forehead. Sneaking out had been a big risk, especially if she was being followed, or if Judah had been right and there was a traitor in the tribe. If Earth Mama attacked with only Kai and Beech around to summon up a defender god, Josie’s protective charms, which were up to her elbows thanks to Simone, would still disintegrate in minutes. The risk was even greater since none of them had cars. She’d ridden peg-style with Beech to the center, while Simone and Kai had biked over separately. At least cars could be bulwarked with charms. On bikes, they were totally exposed.

Thankfully though, they’d made it without any problems.

“Now what?” Beech asked from too close beside her.

She pulled a pillowcase from her bag and laid it next to the box on the counter. Tugging off her jacket, she combed her sweat-damp hair back from her face. “Get me the hammer.”

From behind her, Simone said, “Does this seem a little crazy to anyone else?”

“Yeah, but in a good way,” Kai said.

“I just don’t want you to get in trouble,” Simone said.

Josie turned, forcing a smile on her face. “Neither do I.”

Wrist deep in clay tempered with volcanic ash, Simone stopped kneading the clay body for a moment. “Then maybe—”

“Don’t talk her out of it,” Beech said, returning from a cabinet on the other side of the room with a rubberized hammer.

Josie took the hammer. “She couldn’t. I have to do this.”

“How do you know?” Simone asked.

Josie looked at each of them. “I just . . . do.”

She turned back to the box, setting the hammer aside. Next to her, Beech was like a kid waiting in line for his first ride on a roller coaster. Jittery crackles of energy snapped and popped off of him.

“No offense,” she said, “but you need to back off.”

He held up his hands. “No problem. I’m stoked, that’s all.” He retreated from her, taking a seat on a table not far away.

Josie would’ve preferred to do this alone, but Beech knew all the codes to enter the tribal center. And once she’d started asking Simone about mixing clays and firing the kiln, Simone had quickly realized Josie was up to something and had pestered her until she’d confessed her plan. Once Simone knew, she wasn’t about to be left out. For some reason, Kai had to tag along too. Josie guessed that’s just what it meant to have friends, and she wasn’t totally opposed to the idea, but she didn’t want them getting in trouble either. As exciting as Beech found the rule breaking, Josie was only doing it out of necessity, not because she enjoyed it. In fact, a part of her was dead set against it, but that part had been overruled by the new mask-making part of her, the part that needed to see this mask, in particular, whole again.

She took a deep, shuddering breath. Even the air in her lungs felt overheated. With the tips of her fingers, she slid the box open. Smoke poured out as the wood shavings began to catch.

“Shit,” Beech said, jumping off the table. “It’s going to set off the alarms.”

She grabbed the pillow case. As quickly as she could, she picked up the pieces of the mask, tossing them into the pillow case. She pushed the smoldering box into the nearby sink and turned on the water, letting the cold rush run over her sore fingertips. Beech stood next to her again.

He touched her arm. “You’re burning up.”

She splashed the frigid water on her face, scooping it into her mouth. “As soon as it’s done, I’ll be better.” She hoped.

Somehow, the fire god was infecting her with this heat, like he was possessing her. The same way he’d been able to enter her dreams. She didn’t know how it was possible. This felt different from when she’d created the other two masks, although the same inexplicable certainty had taken hold of her. She knew what she had to do, without knowing how.

Sweat dripped off her nose and down her neck. She pulled one of her bracelets off. Sweeping her hair up, she twisted it into a hasty bun, securing it with the bracelet.

She wadded up the end of the pillowcase and grabbed the hammer. At the back of the room, beneath the dark windows, she knelt. Against her shins, the concrete was blissfully cold. She laid the pillow case in front of her. The others watched.

When she raised the hammer, the door opened.

Judah came in, brow said, You are so busted. Tessa was close behind him. And then Russell. Apparently, she was being followed.

Russell pushed by Tessa and Judah. “Josie, what are you—”

She brought the hammer down, again and again, as fast as she could. In the pillow case, the mask sighed and hissed as it was pulverized. Beech intercepted Russell when he rushed at Josie. Russell swore and shouted, but she barely heard him.

Each hammer strike rebounded up her arm and all through her, jarring and painful, like she was breaking herself in the process. When the largest pieces were crushed, she took the wooden end of the hammer and ground the pieces into powder. Sweat ran over her face, her clothes were soaked through, her head spun. Her vision blurred, clouded as if by steam.

“Josie, what are you doing?” Tessa said when Josie finally pushed up to her feet. The pillow case swung in her hand.

Beech was grimacing and holding his stomach, a pukish hue on his face. Russell must have hit him. Beech continued to stand between him and Josie, but Russell had stopped struggling. Fury roiled in the shadows of his face.

Blood ran from his nose. “You—you—what have you done?”

“Is it ready?” Josie asked Simone.

Simone pulled her hands from the glopping clay body. “Yeah—”

Josie turned the bag over into the bowl. Russell let out a strangled gasp. He started towards her again, but she pulled the bowl back and lifted the hammer again. “Don’t interfere.”

“You destroyed it.” Russell sagged against the nearest table. “You—”

“I had to,” she said, tossing the hammer down and digging her hands into the half-formed clay body. She worked the remains of the mask into the clay, grimacing as the heat began to build again. “It’s the only way.”

“Josie?” Simone asked uncertainly.

Josie grabbed the cup from the water bowl and poured a splash into the clay. The rest she dumped over her head.

“Fuckin’ A, she’s steaming,” Kai murmured.

“Josie.” Tessa came towards her.

“Stay away,” Josie said, picking up the bowl of clay.

She gave Judah a particularly pointed look. She could tell he thought she was crazy, but he made no move to stop her.

A dry murmur of fire grew, burning lips whispering into her ear. The room swirled around her in a heat-warped blur. Her legs shook, weak, like the fire was breaking up her bones. She couldn’t stand any more.

Dropping to her knees, she turned the clay out on the floor.

And then her hands began to work. She would make him again.

This time, he would be perfect.

She bent over the clay, her nose brushing the floor. Every few minutes, she had to stop and rest her forehead against the cool concrete.

“I need, um . . .”

Simone knelt next to her, the bowl in her hand. “Water?”

Josie nodded. “And . . . . smoothing . . .”

“Kai, the tools, over there.” Simone set the bowl down. Josie dunked her face in it. The water hissed.

Simone dumped a dozen tools on the floor next to the water. Josie picked up one, hardly knowing which, and began to shape the cheeks—sharp, long. Pressing her fist against the inside to hold the shape, she wanted to scream. Her skin burned where it touched the clay, but she couldn’t lose focus. She had to finish. Screaming would only waste time.

As she sharpened the eyes, multicolored flames flared in the narrow gaps, dancing, smiling, laughing. Then she defined the lips. The top, twin peaks. The lower lip was full, a swell of magma.

Perfect.

His symbol came to her then.

She picked up another tool. She drew the circle and within it a cleft peak. Between the peaks, an arcing swell, like the sun, like an explosion—an eruption.

A volcanic god.

Then she added the lost symbols denoting the god’s name in Core language. The mark glowed, traced by a ghost of orange flame, and then vanished.

She bit her lip as she went over the lines again. They had to be right. They needed to be right. She frowned as his lips began to turn red, dotted with crimson.

“Josie, stop, you’re bleeding,” Simone said, her voice distant and pained.

Gently, though her hands burned as if she’d had an acid dip, she picked up the mask. And then, somehow, stood up.

“Kiln.”

They watched her as she passed, she knew, not that she could see them. All her focus was on the mask. The journey across the room was agony. The fire ate away at her, and yet seemed to be the only thing moving her forward. She laid the mask onto the kiln shelf. Beech closed the lid and flipped the switches.

The fire inside her eased. Head in a haze, body limp, hands throbbing, losing heat, her knees buckled. Someone caught her, lifted her up, and carried her out.

“No,” she said weakly. “I have to wait for him.”

“Turn on the water,” Judah said. “Fill up the sink.”

“Did she really do it?” Tessa asked from somewhere far away.

“Fire god,” Kai said, a smile in his voice.

“Bring that table over here,” Judah said. “Anyone know where I can get some honey?”

“Honey?” Tessa’s voice was drowned out by the squeal and groan of table legs dragging across concrete.

“I think Mama Bear keeps some for her tea,” Beech said.

“Get it. And the first aid kit by the door.”

Judah set Josie down on something hard—the table that had been dragged over. Her head felt half melted. Her vision, heat blasted. Then her hands were submerged. The pain dissolved into the cool water.

She sagged against Judah. He held her upright, keeping her hands in the sink. His pulse thumped, familiarly, against her cheek. As the fire subsided, her vision cleared.

Simone appeared in front of her, pressing a cool rag to her lip. “You freaked me out,” she said.

“Sorry,” Josie said.

Tessa slid in between Simone and the counter, peering into the sink at Josie’s hands. “Will she be all right?”

Judah lifted her arm up from the water. The skin was red. He lowered it into the water again, gently. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

“It looks bad,” Tessa said.

“That was way more intense than the rainforest god,” Beech said, reappearing with a plastic bear filled with honey and a first aid kit.

“What do you expect?” Kai said, standing further back from the group. “Fire god.”

“You shouldn’t have done it,” Russell said, lingering near the center of the room. “I called the Eye. They’ll be here soon and then—”

“Shut up, Russell,” Judah said.

His eyes flickered dangerously at Judah. “Stay out of this, Goodwin. It doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

Then his gaze darted towards the kiln.

A surge of fire licked up inside of Josie. She twisted in Judah’s grip, pulling her hands out of the water. “If you go anywhere near—”

Russell dug his hands into his hair. “You destroyed the face of a god! Do you realize—”

“It’s what he told me to do,” Josie said.

Russell gave her an incredulous look. “He told you? You can’t summon the gods. You can’t—”

She lifted her reddened hands. “Do you think I did this to myself?”

Judah gripped her forearm. “Josie—”

“Here’s an idea,” Josie said to Russell, “why don’t we wait until he comes back. Then you can ask him yourself?”

“Yeah, I’ll be happy to take possession of him,” Beech offered.

“You need to put your hands back in the water,” Judah said calmly, as if he didn’t really care one way or the other what she did, which was probably the case.

She threw her elbow into his side. He stepped back, eyebrow cocked in a now-you’ve-pissed-me-off slant.

She plunged her hands into the sink again. Under the water, her skin glowed red as radishes.

Now that her task was complete and the fire god’s heat was evaporating away, leaving her trembling and weak, she started to wonder if maybe bringing back an ancient volcano god wasn’t the best idea. Very few summoners were allowed to possess fire gods. The gods of fire were notoriously difficult to control and known for hurting their summoners as much as helping them. Then again, he wasn’t a typical fire god—she didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. But she did know that Russell was wrong. She had been able to summon a god, in a way. At least, she felt like she’d been temporarily possessed by him. He’d infiltrated her dreams, filled her with heat, shown her how to shape his face, and provided her with his symbol that would transfer the power of his mortal aspect to his new mask. And now that he was gone, she was left hollowed and cold.

“Having second thoughts?” Judah asked softly, setting the first aid kit on the counter next to the sink.

She scowled at him.

“The human body shouldn’t be able to handle heat like that.” Judah said, seemingly to himself. He picked through the first aid kit. “Non-summoners anyway.”

“I may not be a summoner,” she said to him, “but I’m still Core.”

He frowned, but didn’t say anything more, though she could tell he was holding back.

She looked down at her submerged hands. He was right, of course. Normal humans couldn’t have handled the kind of godly heat that she’d just experienced. That was part of what it meant to be Core and, more specifically, a summoner. Something in the Core’s bloodlines allowed them to wield godly power that would have killed terrae—nonsummoners. Even well-trained summoners were occasionally overwhelmed and killed by the power they channeled.

“It was an ancient god, wasn’t it?” Tessa said, twisting her hair around her hand thoughtfully. “Resurrecting the ancient gods . . . that’s . . .”

“Awesome?” Beech said.

“Dangerous,” Judah said, pulling out a roll of gauze.

Tessa nodded. “You know, that mask looked sort of like—”

The lights flickered.

“What the—” Beech started.

An explosion rocked the building. Josie tumbled off the table into Simone and Tessa. Fire alarms blared. Smoke filled the room.




Chapter 16

March 22nd

“I HAVE TO GO back,” Josie said the moment Beech shut her bedroom door behind them.

“We just got you out,” he said.

“I know, but—”

“No one’s allowed in the center until the firefighters clear it and it’s not safe for you to be sitting around in the street.” Beech took her arm and propelled her backwards onto her futon.

“But the mask is—”

“The Eye will be there, with all their little monkeys.” Beech flopped down next to her. “Do you think they’re going to let anyone touch it?”

No, but she didn’t want them touching it either.

“How are your hands?” he asked.

Wrapped up in mittens of gauze, her hands had gone numb after Judah had smeared them with honey. She didn’t know how he’d had the presence of mind to grab the bottle and the gauze and her and get them all out of the center before the fire department had arrived. He’d hidden her in his car and instructed everyone to lie about her presence. And then, while the others intercepted the firefighters, he’d treated her wounds and told Beech to take her home. She supposed it was good that he was a useful jerk.

“I don’t know,” she muttered, slumping back against the futon, feeling helpless. It was a feeling she was becoming far too familiar with, and she hated it.

He lifted one of her arms and looked it over. A glob of honey glistened on the inside of her wrist. He licked it away.

“You’re trying to distract me,” she said.

He kissed her neck. “Is it working?”

She let him pull her onto his lap.

It did work—mostly.
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March 23rd

“Something’s wrong,” Josie said as her dad drove her to the center before dawn the next morning. “What is it?”

His eyes glittered, hard as polished agate, behind his glasses. “You mean apart from your irresponsible behavior last night?”

“Dad—”

Her dad’s tone dropped into a low, still place, a place where bodies were buried and forgotten. “I am extremely disappointed in you right now, Josie. I would prefer if you didn’t speak.”

Josie lapsed into silence, gazing out at the empty streets that were gray in the pale light of dawn.

Once they parked in the underground garage, he got out of the car and opened her door for her, since her hands were still swaddled in gauze. His mood hadn’t been helped by Beech’s presence in her room that morning. Or by the fact that neither of them had been fully clothed. Her dad had turned from livid-purple to deathly-white and then, in a terrifyingly calm voice, had asked Beech to leave and told Josie to get dressed because the Eye wanted to see her.

He led her to the elevator and up to the third floor. An acrid sulfur stench hung in the air. Everything had a hazy quality to it. She couldn’t tell if it was due to the early hour or the remnants of the fire.

He pulled open the door to the Eye’s sanctum. Everyone else turned to look at her. Everyone but Judah. She shouldn’t have been surprised he was there, or that he was still wearing the same clothes. Tessa, Simone, Kai, and Russell hadn’t changed either. No one looked like they’d slept. The burning stench was stronger here, clinging to them. Soot smudged their faces and darkened their hair. The only other person in attendance was Gretchen. Josie was surprised the matriarchs weren’t present. If they were planning on meting out some punishment, the matriarchs should’ve been there. They’d be pissed if they missed out on the fun.

Her dad put a hand on her shoulder and guided her to the front. The Eye sat behind their table, watching her.

Lily was wringing her hands again. Caroline’s face was weary, but kind. Nancy looked like she was thirsting for blood.

Her dad sat down, leaving Josie standing alone.

Caroline gave each of her Sisters a look. “Well?”

Nancy’s voice had a dull knife-edge quality. “Where is your son, Gretchen?”

Gretchen opened her mouth, and then closed it, shaking her head.

“Forgive me, Sisters,” Josie’s dad said. “I saw him. I didn’t realize that you—”

“He’ll turn up,” Caroline said, “eventually.”

“Or he won’t,” Nancy said. “If he’s the thief.”

“Pardon my tone, Honorable Eye, but my son is not a thief,” Gretchen said.

Josie’s heart started to hammer. “Forgive me, Mothers,” she said, “but was something stolen?”

“You are not forgiven,” Nancy stated.

Caroline’s normally light face darkened. “There is nothing to forgive,” she said. “Josie only did as I requested.”

Nancy slapped the table. “Behind my back!”

“You were being entirely unreasonable—” Caroline twisted in her chair towards Nancy.

Nancy’s cool eyes burned. “And you’re irrational, as usual—”

“I’m irrational? What about you? You’re acting like—”

“Like what, Caroline? Like what?”

“Like a petulant child!”

While the argument grew more heated, everyone in the room seemed to shrink in their seats, even Lily.

Josie looked towards Tessa, who was slumped in her chair apart from the others, half asleep. She glanced up at Josie.

Stop this, Josie mouthed at her.

“I’m a child? Ha! You’re one to talk,” Nancy was saying.

Tessa’s eyes widened. She shook her head.

“I am one to talk. You may not like it, Nancy, but you’re not the only one here with an opinion.”

“I might give your opinion more credence if I thought you were capable of logical thought—”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Oh, you know exactly what it means. You’re as impulsive as a toddler in a toy store and about as intelligent.”

Caroline stood up. “You intolerant, narrow-minded, desiccated—”

“Stop!” Josie cried.

Caroline froze, like she’d been slapped.

Nancy whipped around. “How dare you—”

Josie plowed ahead. “You are the Eye of this tribe. The tribe of the Triune. And you’re arguing in front of . . .”—she swept her bandaged hands out towards the averted eyes in the room—“us?”

Nancy surged up from her chair. “You have no place to speak!”

“But I do,” Tessa said, voice weak and tentative. “And . . . Josie’s right.”

Nancy dropped back into her chair, rolling her eyes at Tessa.

Josie’s hands curled in their bandages. She shot Tessa another look. Tessa held up her hands, mouthing, What?

Josie dropped her head back, wanting to roar. No one rolled their eyes at the Triune.

Slowly, Caroline sat down.

Since Josie had already blown past all decorum, she didn’t see any need to continue with it. Besides, the Eye was blind. Technically, their power was invalidated. No special modes of address were required.

“Where is the mask?” she demanded.

Nancy fixed her with a piercing look, but Caroline ran her hand over her face. “We were hoping that you had taken it.”

Josie’s heart plummeted. “It’s missing?”

Russell slid to the edge of his chair, face strained somewhere between anger and panic. “You must’ve taken it.”

She stared at him until his hard features faltered.

“You have to have . . .” he said weakly.

“When would I have taken it? In the two seconds after the explosion and before Judah carried me out? He was with me the whole time until Beech took me back home.”

They all turned to Judah, who’d been staring impassively at the floor, like he’d been sleeping with his eyes open. “She’s telling the truth,” he said dully.

Pain bubbled up from the dark places. For a second, her eyes burned, like she might actually cry. It seemed stupid to be so upset about a mask. But it wasn’t just any mask. Not to her.

“I don’t even know if it worked,” she said more to herself than any of them, “if I really . . . I never even saw it.”

“I did,” Russell said in an almost comforting tone.

She gaped at him. “You did?”

Russell scrubbed his hands over his face. Ash was smeared on his cheeks, rendering them more dramatic. “I went back. I got a glimpse of it before the firefighters threw me out.”

“It was intact?” she asked.

Russell nodded.

She let out a sigh of relief. “And . . . was it . . .”

He gazed at her in a new way, one that caused her stomach to squirm.

“It appeared to be restored,” he said.

She smiled. She’d done it. She’d repaired the mask of an ancient god. She’d brought him back to the mortal plane.

Her smile died. But now he was missing.

“Maybe you took it,” Kai said to Russell without breaking his slouch.

“You’re a more likely candidate,” Russell sneered.

Kai flipped him off.

“They should all be searched,” Josie said to the Eye. “All of their sanctuaries.”

Kai snorted, like he’d expected her to turn on them. But she wasn’t turning on them. She just wanted to find the mask.

“They were searched,” Nancy said with contempt.

“They submitted to having their sanctuaries searched, Josie,” Caroline said with sympathy.

“One of them could have a secret sanctuary,” she blurted out, desperate.

The Eye stared at her. Judah and Tessa gave her incredulous looks. Simone’s was wounded. She probably thought Josie was accusing Kai, like Russell had. But Josie wasn’t accusing anyone. They just happened to be the most likely suspects. No one else had known that she was repairing a mask. And even if someone had found out, the only people who’d known that it was in the kiln were sitting in this room now, except Beech.

Nancy’s eyebrow quirked. “A secret sanctuary. Now there’s a thought.”

Caroline frowned. “I am the only one who knows our tribe’s sanctuary charm.”

“What about the firefighters, the police?” Simone interjected. “One of them could’ve taken it.”

“Possibly,” Caroline said with a heavy sigh. “But why would they?”

“Maybe one of them is from another tribe. Maybe one of them is working for the Earth Goddess?” Simone proposed.

Josie could tell, by the current of discomfort in the smoke-tainted air, that everyone else found this theory as unlikely as she did. She glanced over at Judah. His eyes remained glued to the floor.

When he’d said there might be a traitor in the tribe, Josie hadn’t been entirely convinced. Earth Mama could’ve found out about Josie’s mask-making some other way. Rumors, like Beech had said, but now . . . 

“How many people knew I had the mask?” Josie asked.

“You’re looking at them.” Caroline gestured around the room. “Minus Beech.”

Josie hated to ask, but she had to. “Did anyone tell?”

“I didn’t, I swear,” Simone said.

“Neither did I,” Gretchen stated.

“I didn’t know about the mask until I got to the art lab,” Tessa said. “Neither did Judah, did you?”

He bowed his head over his interlocked hands.

Tessa frowned. “Did you?”

“He knew because he stopped by my office when I was choosing the masks to present to Josie,” Caroline said. “The only reason he didn’t tell you was because I asked him not to mention it. I’d intended to tell you myself, Divine Mother.”

Tessa continued frowning, not looking appeased.

“How did you know I was at the art lab?” Josie asked them.

“I saw you leaving,” Judah said without looking up.

“Saw me leaving from where? You were at my house in the middle of the . . .”

A muscle in Judah’s jaw ticked, his brow plunged in annoyance. Tessa’s feet lifted to her toes like she might pounce.

Josie’s throat dried up, clenching. “Oh.”

Her dad was turning unhealthy colors again. Josie turned back to Russell.

“And what about you?” she asked.

“I followed Kai,” he said. “I heard him talking to Simone. I knew that if Simone was going out at midnight, then it had something to do with you.”

“You were eavesdropping, is what you mean,” Kai said in a threatening growl.

“This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Nancy said. “We need to find the other boy and bring him here.”

The other boy. Beech. Like she didn’t know his name.

The only people who’d known Josie had the mask were in this room—except for Beech. One of them must’ve taken it. Either they took it for themselves or . . . they took it for someone else, like Earth Mama. If that were true, then someone in this room was a traitor.

Josie hated herself for saying it, but the words rushed out before she could stop them. She wanted that fire god mask back.

“What about a truth-charm?”

Every gaze turned to her, from Nancy’s shrewd one to Simone’s, pained-looking, to Kai’s, dark and cynically amused.

It was Gretchen’s gaze that hit her hardest, right in the gut. Dark shadows of disappointment clouded their normally brilliant green depths.

“I am not submitting to a truth-charm,” Gretchen stated.

Josie’s chest ached, but she shoved the guilt down.

“You will if that is what the Eye decrees,” Nancy said, a smile creeping around the edges of her lips.

Caroline drummed her fingers on the table, also looking disappointed and annoyed. A truth-charm was drastic, Josie knew. Usually, forcing the truth out of fellow tribal members with a charm occurred only in the direst of circumstances. She knew that by suggesting it, she was basically saying she didn’t trust them—her own tribe. But someone had stolen an ancient fire god mask and that someone might also have been working for Earth Mama. How much more dire did circumstances have to be?

“I really don’t think that’s necessary,” Caroline said, hitching her eyebrows at Josie, yanking the guilty pang back into Josie’s chest.

“This is a serious matter,” Nancy said.

“I don’t believe anyone in this room has any cause to be dishonest,” Caroline said.

“Well, that can be easily enough discovered, can’t it?”

“There is nothing easy about a truth-charm,” Caroline said.

“What do you think, Sister?” Nancy leaned around Caroline to look at Lily.

Lily’s pudgy fingers toyed with her beaded necklaces, eyes darting between her Sister leaders, like a child caught between two bickering parents. She looked like a red-haired hedgehog trying to curl up into itself.

“Well . . .”

“You did agree to have the girl repair the mask,” Nancy cut in. The words, behind my back never came, but Josie heard them just the same. “You wanted this mask, didn’t you? Don’t you think it prudent we do whatever is necessary to recover it?”

Pink splotches marred Caroline’s golden skin. “A truth-charm isn’t going to help recover it, because no one in this room took it.”

“You are too trusting,” Nancy purred.

“Not too trusting, just trusting,” Caroline shot back.

Josie glanced at Simone, who was gazing back at her with that look of hurt. Kai glowered at Josie from the corner of his eyes. Judah stared at the floor, brow all annoyance. She could just imagine what he thought of her for suggesting a truth-charm—untrusting, coldhearted, frigid. And she could see how proposing that her friends be subjected to an inquiry while under the power of a truth-charm wasn’t the best way to keep them as friends. While having friends had never been on her list of priorities, Judah had been right. She needed to learn how to depend on others, to trust them. 

“Forgive me, Mothers,”—Josie turned back to the Eye—“I’m sure everyone here is telling the truth. We have no reason to think they wouldn’t. A truth-charm isn’t really necessary, I just—”

“There have certainly been enough lies by omission lately,” Nancy said tartly. “I move we convene a full inquiry and require all witnesses to submit to a truth-charm.”

“You can’t,” Josie said more strongly.

Nancy’s eyes flashed, deadly. “Do not—”

“You can’t force members of your tribe to submit to a truth-charm unless all Sisters of the Eye are in agreement,” Josie said.

“And I will never vote for that,” Caroline said. “Or make the charms for it either.”

“I agree,” Lily added softly. “I don’t believe any of these children took that mask.”

“Then who?” Nancy said. “The rescue workers?” She fixed her knife-sharp eyes on Caroline. “Your husband was a firefighter. Did he often steal while on the job?”

Caroline’s cheeks burned red. “Do not talk about my—”

“Enough!” Josie cut in again, before the Eye exposed their crumbling leadership any further. “Excuse me, Venerable Mothers, but you cannot continue to argue like this in public.”

Caroline hung her head. Nancy glared at Josie. Lily looked away, towards the windows.

“Of course, you’re right, Josie,” Lily said finally, in her gentle tones. “Thank you so much for reminding us. I think we’ve heard enough for one day, Sisters?”

“There is still the matter of a missing ancient mask, which allegedly, was restored,” Nancy said. “Not that I’m saying I believe it, but in either case, we would be remiss not to do everything in our power to recover it.”

Josie hated agreeing with Nancy.

“We will search for it, Sister,” Caroline said, her tone careful. “I know a few locator charms. I’ll start work on them immediately.”

Nancy’s mouth puckered. Josie knew her thoughts exactly. Locator charms were notoriously unreliable. And in the instance of a stolen mask, if the mask were hidden in a sanctuary somewhere, then it would be even more difficult to find. Even though sanctuary charms were unusual because they weren’t tied to a specific summoner—making them accessible to anyone who had the ring, one of the arcane rules of the Covenant—they were bound with the blood of the charm-maker, and nothing was stronger than blood magic.

As the meeting convened, Simone gave Josie a smile. Instant forgiveness. Josie was glad, but she still couldn’t shake the terrible sinking sensation pulling at her, a feeling too much like drowning.

The mask was gone.

She’d have to fend off her nightmares on her own. Again.




Chapter 17

April 5th
Thirteen Days Later

“WHAT’S HE DOING HERE?” Josie frowned as Judah strolled into the living room behind Tessa.

From the other side of the room, over the top of his computer screen, her dad shot her a warning look. “I invited him back.”

“Why him and not Beech?”

“Because Judah spoke to me, for one,” her dad said. “We came to an understanding.”

“Kissed your ass, you mean,” Josie muttered.

For the last two weeks, she’d found herself missing Beech’s evening visits, almost as much as she missed the mask. In spite of the locator charms and a discreet investigation into all the rescue workers who had been on the scene that night, the mask was still missing.

Judah and Tessa sat down on the couch across from her. Josie eyed him. Adonis, as always. He even smelled perfect—that ambery, clean scent; not too strong, but noticeable. She ground her teeth, wishing she had an off button for her sense of smell.

The only thing she’d enjoyed about a boy-free house was no Judah. She’d almost managed to forget he existed. In the rare moments she’d seen him at the tribal center, he’d been pounding away in the gym or organizing the younger kids for one of Lily’s “Communing with Mother Earth” hikes.

Sadly, the holiday had ended.

He caught her gaze. “The hands look good.”

She dropped her eyes to the tablet screen. Her hands, in fact, were fine. They’d been tender for a few days, but the skin hadn’t blistered. She supposed Judah wanted credit or a thank you, but if so, he was going to be disappointed.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Tessa said, “and I’m ready.”

Josie looked up again. “Ready for what?”

“To go to the island and meet my guides.”

Josie set the tablet aside. She’d been scouring the tribe’s digital library for information on the fire god mask. So far, she hadn’t found anything, other than its archival number and annotation:  Mask, clay, black. Three fragments. Fire. Nothing about how it had come into the tribe’s possession, when it had been created or destroyed, or who the last summoner had been to wield its powers.

“That’s great,” she said.

“I’m a little nervous,” Tessa said.

“Don’t be,” Josie said, forgetting to be annoyed by Judah’s presence. “You’ll be fine. And once you contact your guides you’ll progress much faster. You may be able to assume some of your duties.”

Finally.

And then Josie could return to the island as well and do some real research on the history of the mask-makers . . . and volcano gods.

Tessa ran her hands over her jeans. “I don’t know if I’m ready for that.”

Josie refrained from saying that Tessa should have been ready. She should’ve been responding to the urgent messages she received every day, some of which concerned more missing masks and, worse, missing summoners, not to mention all her usual responsibilities as Triune. But Josie had learned not to push Tessa too much or Tessa would shut down and be completely useless.

Leaning back in her chair, Josie took up the tablet again. “That’s great, Tessa. When are you going to leave?”

“After the concert tomorrow,” Tessa said. “Dad’s letting us go.”

“Although I don’t know why,” he grumbled from the dining room table.

The tablet fell against Josie’s thigh. “Is that a good idea?”

“No,” Judah answered.

“He said you can go too,” Tessa said to her. “Simone cleared it with the Eye.”

Josie ran her finger over the screen, flipping the page back and forth. Simone had been talking about the concert nonstop for the last week; ever since they’d exhausted all discussion of the mask and where it might’ve gone and if there really was a traitor in the tribe.

Kai’s band had a gig, opening for an almost-famous group, which also happened to have a couple of tribal members in it. The venue was owned by a tribal member. Simone had been helping Caroline and Lily beef up the club’s defenses with circles and charms, some as strong as the ones that protected the tribal center. Simone had mentioned this to Josie’s dad at every opportunity.

“I don’t know . . .” Josie said.

Tessa shrugged. “Whatever. I just thought it might be good for you, since you’ve been moping around so much.”

“I haven’t been moping,” she said, not even convincing herself.

“Moping over Beech?” Judah said, smirking.

“It’s not Beech she misses, it’s that fire god mask,” Tessa said archly. “Isn’t it?”

Josie lifted the tablet in front of her face, hoping to hide the blush. She’d been blushing a lot since she’d moved to Portland. No matter what she did, she couldn’t get a handle on the creeping heat. “That’s crazy.”

“You should see it,” Tessa said to Judah in a playful tone. “She doodles the mask everywhere. I saw her drawing it in ketchup with her french fry the other day.”

“So I was drawing a mask,” Josie said, letting the tablet fall to her lap again. “That’s what I do, if you’ve forgotten.”

“Looked like the fire god to me,” Tessa said, tapping her forehead with a wicked gleam in her eye.

Damn. Josie really needed to stop drawing the fire god’s symbol all over the place.

“You know it’s not healthy to obsess over a god,” Tessa said, leaning into Judah familiarly. “Haven’t you read the demigod stories? God/human relationships never end well.”

Josie’s stomach soured watching Tessa run her finger over Judah’s neck. He didn’t seem to notice Tessa. His eyes remained fixed on Josie.

“How can you be obsessed with a mask?” he asked.

“I am not obsessed.”

“I know, right?” Tessa said, as if Josie hadn’t spoken. “It’s one thing to have the hots for a god, but you haven’t even met him, really. Or maybe you just fell for his face. Was that it?”

Josie’s cheeks burned. “No—”

“You fell for the face?” Judah said, amused light dancing in his eyes. He seemed to enjoy watching her squirm. “The face of the fire god? The face you created?”

“Was it like your ideal?” Tessa asked. “Is that why you miss it so much? Because the mask was the embodiment of your perfect guy’s face? The artist falls in love with her own sculpture? That sounds sad.”

“I made it the way the god wanted—” She pursed her lips. She didn’t like talking about mask-making, not with Tessa and especially not with Judah. It felt too personal somehow.

Tessa and Judah’s eyes narrowed in unison.

“How does that work anyway?” Tessa asked quietly. “You never explained it. When you made that mask, you were burning up. And you were literally burned. But a god’s power shouldn’t work like that. A god’s power should only appear when it’s summoned, right?”

“I don’t know how it works.” Unfortunately. All the information she’d found concerning mask-makers was vague and buried in stories about the Age of the Demigods and the Age of Manifestation, stories from thousands of years ago that seemed to be more myth than fact.

“But the god communicated with you,” Judah said.

“In a way.”

“What kind of way?” Tessa asked. “The gods talk to you?”

“No . . .” Although, she had heard the rainforest god speak.

“So how could you make the fire god’s mask the way he wanted if he didn’t talk to you?” Tessa asked. “Did he show you, like in a vision or a dream?”

The burning spread from her face to her chest and then all through her. Ever since she’d completed the mask, her dreams had changed, but they hadn’t reverted to terror-filled nightmares like she’d feared they would.

They started the same. Falling, panicking, drowning. The distant flame that had been her beacon while she’d had the mask no longer appeared in the darkness. Instead, arms of blue flame wrapped around her and pulled her from the water. When she turned to thank him, all she saw was fire. Blue fire. Bluer than anything she’d ever seen. Bluer than the azure church cupolas in Oia, a cliffside Greek town where her mom had taken her for her thirteenth birthday; bluer than the birds that skittered through the cedars in Westmoreland park, their feathers brilliant flecks of color in a world of gray and green; bluer even than the Hope Diamond, which she’d seen in the Smithsonian years ago.

Even during the day when she closed her eyes, she could see the ghosts of blue flames. The memory of the heat flooded through her. Inching, caressing, consuming heat.

She brushed her hair away from her neck. “Like I said, I don’t know how it works. It just . . . happens.”

Judah opened his mouth, but was interrupted.

“What are you three talking about?” her dad asked.

“Josie’s in love with a fire god,” Tessa sing-songed.

Her dad frowned. “What fire god?”

“I’m not in love with anyone,” Josie said loud enough for her dad to hear.

Her dad continued to frown, even as his eyes tracked back to his computer screen.

“Not even Beech?” Judah asked, distracted from her when Tessa stole a kiss from him.

Josie hesitated long enough for Tessa to stop slobbering on Judah.

“Are you?” Tessa asked.

“No,” Josie said. “That would be stupid.”

“Yeah, it would,” Judah said. “But you’ve done some pretty stupid things before.”

Tessa slapped his chest. “You said you’d be nice.”

“When?”

“So it’d be really stupid of me to go to this concert, right?” Josie asked him.

His amusement vanished. “Neither of you should be going.”

Tessa blew a raspberry at him. “You’d send me to the island and make me stay there for the rest of my life if you could.”

“I’m going to the concert, Dad!” Josie called, flashing a smile at Judah. If he thought it was a bad idea, then she had to go. On principle.

“Okay,” her dad said, not looking up from his computer. “But I’m dropping you off and picking you up.”

“And he’ll be at the bar down the block,” Tessa said. “With Ashley.”

She and Tessa exchanged a look. One of the few things they shared was a dislike of their dad’s girlfriend. Not that she deserved it, but Ashley made it too easy. She was just so perky.

“That’s right,” Dad said, standing, gazing down at the thick sheaf of documents in one hand, his coffee mug in the other. “With half the other parents of the tribe.” He disappeared into the kitchen.

“You worry too much,” Tessa called after him. She poked Judah in the side. “You too. You’re like an old lady.”

“I don’t worry, I anticipate,” he said, brow in full disapproval slant. Apparently, two weeks hadn’t been long enough for her to forget how to read the coded messages sent by every varied degree of his eyebrows. “And I anticipate, based on recent events, that letting the two of you go anywhere in public is asking for trouble.”

“You mean, letting me go anywhere in public is asking for trouble,” Josie said.

He leveled his cool gaze at her. “You are trouble.”

“Then it doesn’t matter where I am,” she said, pulling her phone out of her pocket. “I’ll text your sister and let her know trouble’s coming. At least she’ll be happy.”

“And I suppose she’ll be happy to save you the next time too?” Judah asked, brow stating, I’m not going to let you forget. “Because you can count me out. I’ve helped my quota of ungrateful charity cases for the year.”

“Judah,” Tessa said in a near-warning tone.

“Oh please, Judah,” Josie said, leaning towards him with her hand to her heart, “don’t leave me bereft of your altruistic heroism. Oh what, what will I do without you?” She stood up. “Guess I’ll just have to find someone else to wield the power of an ocean god the next time. Someone who isn’t a huge prick.” She started past them.

“Josie, really?” Tessa said.

Judah’s voice chased her like a growling dog. “No skin off my back. I feel sorry for her. It’s not entirely her fault she’s socially maladjusted and emotionally infantile.”

“Judah!”

Josie halted beside the dining room table, burning again, but this time from anger. “Don’t act so surprised, Tessa. It was clear from day one, even to my socially maladjusted eye, that your boyfriend is a complete jackass.”

Tessa pushed off the couch. “You two are so selfish.”

“Tessa,” Judah said, voice ringing with apology. He started to stand up, but Tessa pushed him back down.

“I need you two,” Tessa said. “Both of you. Do either of you have any idea how hard this is for me? To have all this pressure, from the Core, from all the Eyes, from the gods? Do you have any idea what it’s like to have the Supreme Divine inside your head every second? Life, Death, and the Other? All three of them pulling me in different directions. It’s like they’re trying to tear me apart inside. The last thing I need is the two of you doing the same thing from the outside. So if all you want to do is fight, then go ahead, but I’m not going to hang around for it.”

She stormed past Josie. Tears shone on her peach-hued cheeks.

Now it was Josie’s turn to be apologetic. “Tessa—”

But Tessa was gone, stomping up the stairs, slamming the door behind her.

Josie swore, plopping the tablet onto the dining room table.

“What was all that about?” her dad asked, coming back into the room, his brow furrowed.

Josie met Judah’s gaze, only this time she saw something in the distant blue, a flicker of emotion. She hoped it was shame.

“Nothing,” they said in unison.

Josie turned towards her dad. “She’s just stressed, Dad. You know how it is. I’ll go talk to her.”

“No, I will,” Judah said, brushing past her.

Her dad watched Judah stride into the kitchen, after Tessa.

“You’re okay with that?” Josie asked, when she heard Judah’s footfalls on the stairs.

Her dad set his coffee mug down. “Why shouldn’t I be? I trust them.”

Josie frowned and picked up her tablet again, wondering what Judah had slipped into her dad’s coffee to make him suddenly so trusting. And where she could get some for her and Beech.
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“Psst.”

Josie looked up. Beech crooked-grinned at her from behind the garage, green eyes flashing, black hair hanging in wet spikes against his forehead.

She put the tablet on the bench, nearly squashing a fat slug that was oozing its way across the redwood. She peeked over at the kitchen window to make sure her dad wasn’t peering out at her, like he did regularly whenever she came outside. Every twelve to fifteen minutes on average, though the week before it had been every five to seven minutes. Based on the last time she’d noticed him, she had anywhere between eight to ten minutes before he returned. But there was always the chance he’d come back sooner.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” Josie said softly, bounding down into the small swath of grass beyond the deck.

April in Portland was proving to be much like March in Portland, chilly and wet. But she must’ve been getting used to it. As a gentle, straight-down shower of fine drops began, she didn’t even blink or pull up the hood of her coat.

“I know that,” Beech said, glancing up at the kitchen window himself. “Why do you think I’m here?” He reached out, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her behind the garage, into the warmth of his body. He kissed her. Like always, he tasted sugary sweet. He ate way too much candy.

The space between the back of the garage and the fence was narrow and dim. Gravel crunched under their feet. Beech leaned against the garage, sliding his hands into her back pockets.

He broke from the kiss first. “Simone said you’re going to the show tomorrow.”

“I guess,” she said, wondering why they were wasting time talking.

Strange how quickly she’d become accustomed to being kissed and touched when two months before she’d been so unsure, not knowing what to do with her lips or her hands. Now her fingers plucked at the metal chain around his neck, running over the body-warmed beads of metal. Her tongue skimmed over her lip, still buzzing from the touch of his.

“Aren’t you stoked? Papa’s finally loosening up the chains.”

As much as Josie hated to even think it, let alone admit it, Judah had been right. Going to the show was risky, no matter how well it was protected.

“He’s just worried,” she said. “He has a right to be.”

Beech’s head fell back against the siding. “No serious Josie, please.”

“Some things are serious,” she said. “Someone stole the mask of a seriously powerful volcano god. Someone’s been stealing ancient masks from all over the world. Eventually, they’re going to want to use them. And since the Triune is practically incapable of summoning the Tripartite at the moment, the thief is probably going to want to use those masks before Tessa might actually pose a threat. And guess who is the only person capable of repairing said masks?”

“Yeah, but so what?” Beech said. “What are you going to do? Stay inside until the apocalypse? Why don’t you just have the Eye throw you in the detention center? I bet Nancy would be game.”

She pushed back from him. His hands slid away from her.

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“Yes, it is,” he said. “You want to lock yourself up in a tower until the war’s over, but you’re not powerless, Josie-pie. You’re a freakin’ mask-maker. Do you realize how sick that is?”

“Yeah, and Earth Mama and her cronies do too, which is why it would be really bad if they hauled me off to some for-real tower and forced me to build them an even bigger, more badass army.”

“I feel sorry for anybody who tries to force you to do anything.” Beech hooked her waistband and pulled her back against him. “They don’t know who they’re messing with.”

He kissed her again. She would’ve been happy if he’d continued kissing her—he was good at it—but he broke away again.

“Speaking of masks, when do I get my badass ancient deity?”

She searched his vibrant green eyes. “Don’t you already have one?”

“I told you I didn’t take it.” His face darkened. “You think I’m a liar?”

She shrugged. “Maybe I wish you were. If you had taken it, I wouldn’t say anything. I’d be happy, really.”

“Nice to know, but it wasn’t me, Your Honor.” He held up his hands. “I’m innocent, I swear.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, deflated.

For all his protests, she wasn’t convinced Beech hadn’t stolen the mask. Or maybe she was holding out hope. The thought that the fire god’s mask might be in that earth bitch’s hands turned her blood to magma.

Beech’s arms circled around her again. His hands slid under her shirt, up the curve of her back, giving her goose bumps.

She liked kissing him. She liked the feel of his broad shoulders and ropey arms, his big, rough hands, his earthy boy musk and sugar-dusted lips. She loved his energy, the way he couldn’t sit still and seemed ready for anything, at any moment. If the apocalypse came, Beech would grab a surf board and ride the destructive waves for all they were worth. That’s who Beech was.

But who was she? What would she do?

If she’d been the Triune, she would’ve fought. She would’ve tried to stop the waves of destruction from forming in the first place; and if she couldn’t, then she would’ve tried to push them back; and if that didn’t work, she would’ve planted her feet and taken their brunt. That’s what the Triune would’ve done. That’s what the Triune had to do.

But, as Judah had felt compelled to point out, she wasn’t the Triune. She was a mask-maker. She had no idea what that meant. What did a mask-maker do when faced with impending disaster? Run? Hide? Was that who she was now?

The thought chased all of Beech’s residual sweetness from her mouth, leaving a sour tang. . . . 

She put her hands on his chest. “I should go. If my dad catches us, he really will lock me up in a tower.”

But Beech didn’t let go. “You’re almost eighteen, Josie. We’re Core. We’re adults. You can do what you want.”

He was right. In the Core, fifteen was the age of adulthood. She could do what she wanted, with whomever she wanted.

“I want to show my dad I respect him,” she said. “I live in his house. His rules.”

“Then move out,” he said. “Crash with me until you find a place. Gretchen won’t care. She practically lives with her girlfriend anyway.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Would I have said it if I didn’t?”

“I’m sure my dad would love it if I moved in with the boy next door.”

“That’s my point, Josie. It’s not about what he wants. It’s about what you want.”

She lifted her eyebrow. “I think in this case, it’s about what you want.”

“And you don’t?”

Brain-lock. What was she supposed to say? That she didn’t know what she wanted? What she liked most about Beech was how easy he made it for her not to think. Too easy. When she didn’t know what to do or what she wanted or who she was, he always seemed to have an idea. Most of the time she went along, but this time, when it came to the possibility of sleeping with him, she hesitated.

He laced his fingers through hers. “This is your life, Josie-pie. Nobody controls it but you. Not your dad, not the Eye, not even the gods. Don’t be afraid to take control. Don’t be afraid of anything.” He kissed her again and then jumped up, grabbing the top of the fence and hauling himself over. “See you tomorrow.”




Chapter 18

April 6th
The Next Night

KAI’S BAND HAD A moody hard-pop sound. Josie might’ve enjoyed it more if Simone hadn’t dragged her to the front of the stage, directly beneath Kai, and the speakers.

Sweat ran over Kai’s face, smearing his eye makeup to rock star perfection. In spite of the jostling overheated crowd and loss of hearing, being with Simone, who was smiling so widely her mouth seemed about to touch her ears, was fun. And Kai had a good voice. When he started singing, plenty of girls in the crowd got a glazed dreamy look in their eyes. Even Josie had her moments.

When Kai’s band, Minor Gods, finished, Simone allowed Josie to slip outside to catch her breath and attempt to regain her hearing.

The haze over the city glowed ghostly. The block reminded her of so many others she’d seen in the short time she’d been in Portland, a mix of the run-down and the renovated-trendy, old and new, funky and modern. The old brick building housing the venue seemed to lean over the smaller newer buildings. It might once have been a warehouse or a tenement. At the end of the street, a neon cocktail sign burned red through the plate glass window of the restaurant where her dad and Ashley waited. Beyond that, the street darkened suddenly, giving way to chain-link fences and empty-looking commercial buildings.

Josie leaned against the brick and inhaled the cool, moist air, gagging on the secondhand smoke drifting by from the huddles of smokers. A mix of tribe and terrae gathered on the broad sidewalk. For most people, being a part of the Core didn’t mean much day-to-day. They’d been born into it, and they didn’t have to think about it very often. But she could tell who the tribe members where, not just because of all the rings they wore. Their gazes snagged on her as they skimmed by.

“Wasn’t that great?” Simone shouted, like they were still inside.

“Kai is really good,” Josie said at normal volume.

She knew she should go back inside. Simone had promised that the sidewalk outside the club was protected, but being out in the open put knots in Josie’s stomach. She spun her charm bracelets just like Simone did, watching cars pass by and eyeing every face.

Inside, the club was packed, stinking of beer, sweat, and clashing perfumes. She glanced back down the street towards the restaurant again.

She toyed with her phone in her jacket pocket. How lame would it be if she called her dad and told him she wanted to go home? After all, she’d seen Kai’s band, and she wasn’t interested in the other act. Simone had mentioned going back to find Kai. Once Simone had Kai, she wouldn’t miss Josie.

“Where’s Beech?” Simone asked, craning her neck. “Wasn’t he with us?”

“He was,” Josie said. Half way through the set he’d yelled something at her, making hand gestures she vaguely deciphered to mean he was going to talk to someone, and she hadn’t seen him since.

“I’m dying of thirst,” Simone said. “Let’s go back in and get something to drink.”

Josie left her phone in her pocket and followed Simone back inside. She would try to find Beech again before she called her dad.

After buying overpriced bottles of water, Simone led them towards the front of the club again. The concrete floors pulled on the soles of Josie’s sneakers, tacky and slick with gods-knew-what. The lights over the stage were dim as the equipment was set up for the next band. Shouts and laughter bandied back and forth around Josie and Simone as they worked their way to the front.

When they reached the door next to the stage, the keyboardist, a kid she recognized by his horn-rimmed glasses and the constellation of moles high on his cheek, came out—Ty. When he saw Josie, he backed up a step.

“Hi, Ty,” Simone said. “Great show!”

Ty eyed Josie warily. “Thanks.”

Simone pulled Josie closer. “Do you know Josie?”

Ty leaned away from her, like she’d forgotten to put on deodorant.

“We met,” Josie said, recalling how she’d nearly bowled Ty over on her first day in Portland. “Sorry about that. I hope I didn’t get you in trouble.”

Ty seemed to relax. “From what I hear, you specialize in making trouble.”

“Not on purpose.”

Ty smiled a bit. “Then I’d hate to see what you could do if you were actually trying.”

“I’ll give you a heads up if I intend on making trouble.”

“Please do,” he said. “I’d like to get my flight to Bora Bora booked before you burn down the entire city or bring on the end of the world.”

“Is that what people think of me?”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Do you really care?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.” Ty ran his thumbs under his red suspenders. “To hell with them anyway, right?”

“Right,” Simone chimed in. “Ty, you’re such a sweetheart.”

He shrugged, smiling.

“Oh, and I loved your solo during . . .”

Josie turned away as Simone went on about certain songs and how wonderful they’d been. Opposite the stage, over the bar, were two levels of balconies. The lower one looked as crowded as the main floor. The upper balcony was shrouded in haze, like it was packed with smokers.

“Have you seen Kai?” Simone asked.

“Last I saw he was loading the van,” Ty said.

Josie took a drink from her water bottle. The haze clouding the upper balcony thickened, dropping in heavy coils over the metal guard rail. Not rising, like smoke, but pouring down onto the patrons below—like fog.

Josie gagged on her water, crushing the bottle. She grabbed Simone’s hand, yanking her. Ty jumped back, like he’d been expecting her to attack.

“What—”

“Look,” Josie said, pointing up to the balcony. Other people in the crowd began to take notice too as the fog reached the lower balcony and the bar. They pointed, smiling and laughing.

“It’s nothing. Probably just an effect, you know, part of the show,” Simone said, though her hand tightened around Josie’s. “They can’t be here. It’s protected. Caroline was here. And Lily too. They promised, it was safe—”

Josie wanted to believe her, but the fog kept getting thicker. The upper balcony was completely obscured.

“We have to find Tessa,” Josie said, standing on her tiptoes to search the crowd. She looked for Judah. He was taller than Tessa, and frankly, he stood out. Not too many golden-haired prep-types in this crowd. Even still, she couldn’t find him.

“That’s odd,” Ty said, frowning up at the tumbling tufts of fog. Then he was distracted by a handsome young man who was waving to him from across the crowd. “Sorry, Simone, got to run.”

“Ty—” Simone called him, but he was already working his way through the crowd.

Josie’s heart was jackhammering in her ears, she could barely hear when Simone said, “Maybe we should get out of here.”

Josie didn’t want to leave Tessa. Then again, Tessa was the Triune and she was with Judah. Neither Josie nor Simone could summon a god to defend themselves if Fog God showed up.

“This way,” Simone said, pulling Josie towards the door leading backstage. She flashed a badge at the security guard. “Kai will be out back with the van.”

Josie stumbled after Simone, fumbling for her phone. They snaked through the backstage labyrinth. Josie found her dad’s number and pressed the phone to her ear. Straight to voicemail. She swore and tried Tessa’s number.

They came to a big metal door with an exit sign mounted above. Simone stopped.

Tessa wasn’t answering. She probably couldn’t hear her phone ringing over the crowd noise.

“Maybe it’s nothing,” Simone said, her hands on the door. “We’re just overreacting.”

The power went out. Only the glowing red EXIT sign provided light.

“Or not,” Simone squeaked, pushing open the door.

They rushed into the alley, straight into a wall of fog.

Josie staggered to a stop. Opaque clouds swirled around them, tinged streetlight orange. Simone spun, reaching past Josie.

“Don’t let the door—”

The door shut. Simone grabbed the handle, yanking, but it was locked. Simone banged on the metal.

Josie backed up, seizing Simone’s twig of an arm. Josie had to practically press her face against Simone’s to see her. Josie pressed her finger to Simone’s lips.

Simone nodded. She started to turn, but was suddenly yanked away. She let out a yelp as she disappeared into the mist.

“Simone!” Josie groped into the fog, but Simone was gone.

Screams issued from inside the building. A rumble followed. A huge crash sounded, as if the balconies had collapsed. The ground trembled. Josie prayed Tessa was all right.

Keeping her hand on the wall, she ran after Simone.

Her eyes combed the fog, searching for Simone, a car, a trash can, anything. There was nothing but white swirling clouds. She pressed her back to the damp concrete wall, running her hands over her bracelets. She wore two dozen or so, each offering a different type of protection.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Not much, Lady Day,” Fog God’s smooth, detached voice replied from . . . somewhere. “Just looking for a repairman, or woman.”

“Where’s Simone?”

“You want to protect her?”

“Where is she?”

“Take off the charms and she’ll be fine. Everyone will be fine . . . for a while.” His voice echoed off the alley walls, making it impossible to pin down. The voice of the summoner was buried under the god’s hollow tone.

“And then?”

Silence. The fog churned in thick billows, playing tricks with her eyes. Where was he?

“You had your chance,” Josie said, inching along the wall, hoping to find something, or someone, that might help. She stepped on a flattened cardboard box—real helpful. “Why didn’t you take me before? In Brunei?”

“Who knew you were worth taking?”

“Why did you murder my mother?”

“I didn’t murder anybody,” Fog God said testily. The summoner’s voice rang youthful. In a more even tone, he added, “The Triune had to die. Nothing personal.”

“And Tessa? You’re going to kill her too?”

“That all depends.”

“Why didn’t you take her at the beach?”

“What can I say? I like brunettes better. Actually . . . there was a change of plans.”

“Because I’m a mask-maker.”

“Bingo.”

Another rumble sounded from inside the building. A swell of distant screams, like people on a roller coaster. But their screams weren’t being inspired by any fun-filled thrill ride. Her heart sank. She wished she could help. At the moment though, she would’ve been content to find a way to help herself.

She needed more protection. The bracelets would only hold up so long. She flipped open her purse’s flap, digging for a marker or a pen. Anything she could use to draw on the ground. She knew she had a Sharpie. Where was it? Chapstick, hair ties . . . damn it.

She had to distract him, buy more time.

“This was a trap—” she said.

“Of course it was a trap,” he said.

“So there is a traitor in the tribe.”

Damn, Judah had been right. Again. Where was he now? If she screamed would anyone hear her?

She continued to fumble around in her purse. “Are you the traitor?”

No response. More crashes. More screams. Another rumble shook the ground, tremoring through her. Her knees wobbled and she slipped on the cardboard, but caught herself on the wall.

In her bag, her fingers bumped against her pocket knife. She took it out, flipping out the blade.

“What do you think you’re going to do with that?” he asked.

“Grab me like you did in Brunei and I’ll show you.”

If he touched her through his guise, with his own hands, like he had before, she could hurt him, a little, maybe. It all depended on how many protective charms he wore.

“Oh, threats of violence. I like it.”

“I should’ve stabbed you when I had the chance.”

“Yeah, probably.”

Searching the fog for any sign of him, her palms grew slick with sweat. She probably wasn’t going to be able to hurt him, but maybe she could wait him out until someone found her. She dropped to her knees and started carving into the cardboard.

“There’s a club full of summoners in there,” she said as she hurriedly sawed a protective circle, the cardboard stank faintly of urine, “not the best place to set a trap.” She hesitated, trying to get her bearings. Which way was north?

“Kids,” he said. “Most of them don’t have masks and the ones they do have are weak. Trust me, they’re wetting themselves right about now.”

More ominous rumbles. What was going on inside? Was Tessa all right?

She closed her eyes and visualized the street, the building, the alleyway. North was to her right. She cut an air symbol to the north.

“Not many masks of real power left in the world,” he said conversationally, “which is why you bumped your sister off the number one most wanted spot. Even though she’s looking like a pretty good target herself these days. Not handling her newfound destiny too well, is she?”

“You shouldn’t underestimate her,” Josie said, twisting so she was facing the wall. Water to the west. “She stopped you last time.”

“Beginner’s luck. Everyone knows summoning the Tripartite almost killed her. And how long have we been chatting now? Two minutes? Three? How long would it have taken your mother to sort out a few rogue summoners? Oh wait . . . I know the answer to that question.”

Josie fumbled, almost dropping her knife. “You had a time bender.”

“Are you calling us cheaters?”

“Why don’t you just use it on me now, if you want me so badly?”

“Do you know how much juice it takes to power one of those things?”

Earth to the south.

“So you want some new gods, for what? What’s the big plan?” she asked.

Her back was to the wall again. Fire to the east. She could’ve chosen one of a thousand fire symbols, but the one she chose was a cleft mountain, crowned by the arch of an explosion. His symbol. She circled it and sat back on her heels. The protection circle was complete. Not the most powerful, but better than nothing.

Fog God appeared, kneeling right in front of her. Two hollow eyes and a bluish white body barely distinguishable from the surrounding clouds.

“Sorry it took me so long,” he said. “Had to make sure sweet Simone was all tucked away safe.”

“Where’s Simone?”

“You don’t really want to do it this way, do you?” His hand of fog swept towards the circle. “Be a pal and come quietly, please? Do us all a favor.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Well, that’s a nice circle,” he said. “Let’s take it for a test drive, huh?”

She gripped the damp edges of the cardboard as it rose off the ground. “Kuso.”

She hated how specific protection spells needed to be. She’d made it to protect her from being removed from the circle; she hadn’t thought that the circle itself might be moved. Normally, it wasn’t a problem since most protection spells were drawn directly on the ground.

Fog God used his godly powers to propel her up into the air. Then he let her drop. As she plummeted, she clung to the cardboard, bracing for the impact. Her knees slammed to the ground. Pain rang up her body into her teeth. She was nearly thrown out of the circle. The pocketknife flew from her hand, skittering across the pavement.

Charm bracelets popped and vanished from her wrists—used up. They’d probably saved her knees from being shattered. But if he kept it up, her knee caps would still get broken. Only a handful of her charms protected her from physical injury.

The cardboard rose again. Higher. Higher.

Then down. She bit into her tongue, tasting blood. More ear-ringing pain. More bracelets gone.

She was lifted once more. The cardboard, even bolstered by the power of the circle, sagged in the middle. She pleaded to the gods for it to hold.

The gods can be such jerks.

The cardboard ripped, right down the middle. She fell through, plunging into the fog.

She crashed to the pavement on her feet, stumbling and banging her shoulder against the wall.

Fog God grabbed her and spun her, pushing her face-first to the wall, crushing her between the smooth stone and his mortal body. Her vision flickered in and out like a bulb in a faulty socket.

“Not many left,” he said, plastering her hands to the wall like he was about to do a pat down. The sleeves of her denim jacket were rolled up, exposing her bracelets. “Once Simone joins our team, we’ll put her talents to real use.”

“She would never help you.” Her tongue moved slug-like in her mouth, tasting of hot metal.

“Once the fun really starts, she’ll come around, and she won’t be the only one.” His grip tightened around her wrists painfully. “Don’t suppose you just want to take them off and come along quietly?”

“Screw you.”

“Don’t say I didn’t offer.”

He released her and disappeared from view. She prepared herself for a godly assault. Maybe more TemperMentals. Maybe, since he was an air god, a gale or tornado. Her remaining bracelets only protected her from TemperMentals and translocation. All the others were gone.

The fog shifted. He reemerged suddenly, seizing her arm. She twisted, shoving against him. Her fingernails dug into his mortal chest, but he didn’t flinch. Hot pain seared up her arm as he slid a knife—her pocketknife—under the bracelets and cut them away, slashing her forearm. The plastic beads clacked softly as they rained to the ground. Blood ran down her arm.

“Don’t fight, Josie,” he said as he grabbed her other arm. “This doesn’t have to hurt.”

She kicked at the fog, trying to connect with some part of him.

She swiped just below the knife. She couldn’t see the hand holding the blade, just a ball of fog. Still, she caught his wrist—the mortal one hidden under his guise. She wrenched on his arm, trying to twist the knife out of his hand. They grappled. He flung her away. She landed hard on her knees, wishing she had a couple more of Simone’s injury-protection charms left.

His foot planted on her side and gave her a shove, sending her sprawling onto the ground.

His knee crunched against her shoulder blade. She yelped. He held her arm down. She continued to thrash and struggle, but he cut away the last of her charms, again slicing into her skin.

He yanked her up to her feet. She spun, her palm flat, aiming for the area where she hoped his mortal face was located.

A god’s face in possession didn’t always correlate with the mortal’s beneath. Instead of smashing into his nose, as she’d wanted, her hand went straight through the fog into nothing.

The summoner whipped her around, wrapping one arm around her waist and the other around her throat.

She threw her elbows into him.

“Ever translocated with an air god?” he asked, grunting as she fought. “Sorry you won’t be conscious to enjoy the ride, but I can't have you thrashing around in the air.”

His arm squeezed around her neck. She gasped, choking and struggling against him.

Her vision began to fade. The world of fog, somehow, grew hazier. Shadows, black as oblivion, dark as drowning, devoured the swirling phantoms of mist that were white, tainted blue like a corpse and . . . glowing red?

Then she heard Fog God mutter, “Shit.”




Chapter 19

April 6th

FOG GOD’S GRIP LOOSENED.

The world spun as her vision returned. Her lungs hitched, heart pounding, skull thudding and aching.

A dull cracking noise filled her ears. At first she thought it was coming from inside the building, but after a second, she realized it was closer. And the red glow . . . where was that coming from? She blinked, forcing her eyes to focus.

Below her, jagged lines of red sprawled. The glowing fissures widened and grew brighter. Heat licked at her legs. Fire. Breaking through the pavement

No. Not fire.

Lava.

The ground undulated. They stood stranded on an island of concrete. Six inch wide lava flows burned away the fog around them.

“I don’t believe it,” Fog God said just before their island of concrete pitched and they were thrown off it.

She flew through the fog, over the rivers of burning red rock, and into a wall. Or what she thought was a wall, until the dark mass steadied her. Flames—livid purple, blood red, chemical green—rippled up his arms and over the shadow that was his skin.

She looked up at the face of billowing black smoke. She couldn’t see the mask underneath. As soon as the summoner had put it on, the mask had transformed into the god’s mortal guise. The features were too fluid to be recognizable, but still, she knew it was him. His eyes were molten and flashing, core and explosion, breath-thieving and blue. Vivid, impossible, star-imploding blue.

Her fire god.

“That’s not very nice,” Fog God said, once again hidden in the mist.

The fire god, or his summoner, pulled her close, gripping her upper arm with a strong, mortal hand. As she passed through his guise, sweat-inducing fingers of heat slid over her skin. Her shoulder bumped into the summoner’s chest. The thief’s chest. Not a woman.

“Well, now, isn’t this an interesting turn of events?” Fog God mused, though his tone was strained by anger.

“Leave.” The voice of the fire god and summoner overlapped, indistinguishable—deep and warm, lighting fires all through her. “Quickly.”

“Monosyllabic,” Fog God said, “but to the point. Very Batman. But this isn’t going to play like DC, hero. Besides, you’re in possession of a fire god, a god of destruction, right? That’s all we want. Some good old-fashioned destruction. A little rebalancing of nature. You understand that, don’t you? The world’s getting trashed. We’re the cleanup crew. That’s all. We just need Josie to help us get started. I don’t want to hurt her. I want to enlist her. We need her talent. We could use yours too.”

Fire Guy’s hands were, predictably, hot. He touched her wrist with his fingertips gently. He lifted her arm. Her skin was sheathed in blood. “What do you call this?”

“I asked her not to fight,” Fog God said tightly. “I’m asking you too. We don’t have to. I’m not into spilling Core blood—”

Josie tensed. “What about my mother?”

“The Triune had her chance to do the right thing,” Fog God said. “She chose to stand by and do nothing while the planet is destroyed and the gods are left weak and impotent. I didn’t want to kill her, but this is war. Either you’re with us, you’re against us, or you’re in the way. I’m not saying I like it, but that’s how it is. No more sideline sitting. Time to pick a team.”

The fog drew back—exposing the dark graffiti-covered walls rising up on either side of them—and concentrating in a tight cloud at the far end of the alley. Somewhere in that swirl of mist was a summoner—a summoner she wanted dead.

“You murdered my mother,” Josie said.

Flares of fire danced around her, brushing her face, but like most guises of the gods, they were insubstantial to her. More like images of flames. Still, she felt the godly source behind them. The heat brought all the hairs on her body to attention.

Fire Guy’s grip tightened on her arm. “Looks like we’re against you.”

The roof exploded.

She ducked. Fire Guy crouched over her as brick and shingles rained down on them, slapping on the pavement like dark dead fish. When the rubble storm subsided, she looked up. Wind ripped at her eyes, pulling tears from the edges.

“Bitch,” Josie muttered.

Earth Mama rose from the hole where the roof had been. She was twice the size she had been in Brunei. Her godly guise was voluptuous, covered in fluttering robes of continually falling leaves. Ever-sprouting roots twined around her legs. Branches lashed out from her guise like tentacles. A dirty swirl of phantom TemperMentals flocked above her. Mud poured over the top of the building, falling in heavy black glops, stinking like feces and rotted flesh.

Lightning crawled beneath the thickening clouds, shooting towards Earth Mama in blinding flashes, stabbing at the TemperMentals. Ear-shattering cracks overpowered the roar of the wind whipping through the alley. A white figure appeared above the roofline, a towering slender form almost too bright to look at.

Tessa. In possession.

Josie surged forward, not sure what she was going to do, but sure she had to do something. Tessa couldn’t face Earth Mama. She wasn’t ready. She’d be killed. Either by Earth Mama or by the Tripartite.

Fire Guy yanked her back.

“No!” She struggled against him. “Tessa!” She screamed. “Stop!”

Tessa’s lightning struck one of the goddess’s branches. Ash spun up and away, drifting down on them like gray flakes of snow. But Earth Mama had more—many, many more. And it proved her guise was substantial. Blood sacrifice could change a guise that way.

Distracted by the battle above, Fog God’s cover of mist dissipated. The form of his body emerged, hovering ten feet above the ground.

Josie’s hands clenched. The wounds on her arms stung. She turned to Fire Guy, her hand sunk beneath his shadowy guise. Her fingers clutched the summoner’s shirt—sweat-damp cotton. Against her hand, it felt as if his heart had broken out of his ribcage and was thudding directly against the thin barrier of his skin.

“You have to do something,” she said to him. “Help Tessa.”

The lava around them began to sink away.

Fire Guy drew her to him, burying her in his guise of crackling shadow and roiling polychromatic fire and core-melting heat.

“Time to go,” he said.
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Translocating through the paths of fire felt like being shoved through a blast furnace at supersonic speed. When they came through, wherever they were, she pushed away from him, gasping and pressing her fingers to her face to make sure it hadn’t melted off.

When she was sure she was still intact, she took a moment to register their surroundings.

A clear black sky studded by sparkling swaths and swirls of stars. Close and gibbous, the moon cast silver ribbons on the tranquil sea and shone bright on the dark beach. The air was cool, but warmer than Portland. Behind Fire Guy was a cliff like a fortress wall. Threads of flame laced his shadow body.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“Some place you’ll be safe,” he said, “for now.”

“You have to go back. You have to help Tessa. She can’t control the Tripartite. She’ll get herself killed.”

He seemed to hesitate. “You’re hurt.”

“Who cares? That earth bitch is going to kill my sister!” She shoved him. Tongues of fire slid up her arms, licking at her stinging wounds. “Go now! Help her!”

With a soft whoosh, he was gone.

Josie turned. The small pocket of beach sat in a cove sheltered by high cliffs. The tide was going out, but she knew it would turn again soon, probably flooding the cove completely. Hopefully, Fire Guy would be back before then.

She took out her phone. No reception. Big surprise. Based on the lack of city glow, she doubted this island was populated. She guessed it was a volcanic island, not that she knew for sure, but where else would a volcano god bring her?

Cancer, that cranky crab, was almost directly above her, Gemini and Leo not far from him. It had been a while since she’d plotted any star charts, but she remembered enough to guess, taking into the account the black sand and warm weather, that the island sat somewhere in the Tropical Pacific.

The pain from the cuts on her arms—one on the back and one on the front—changed from sharply stinging to deeply aching. A large knot was forming on the back of her head too. She took off her jacket and the long tunic she wore over her tank top—all of which had arrived only the week before. She ripped the tunic into strips and wrapped the scraps around her arms, tightening the knots with her teeth.

Nervous sickness built in her gut as she waited. If Tessa were hurt, if Tessa were killed . . . Josie was afraid of what she might do. Thoughts of building her own godly avenging army came first to her mind.

Then her thoughts turned to the fire god and his summoner—the thieving summoner. He’d helped her. Maybe he was part of her tribe after all. She couldn’t help but hope. He obviously wasn’t working for Earth Mama, which was something to be happy about at least.

Once she finished wrapping her wounded forearms, she pulled her jacket back on and huddled on the beach, hugging her knees to her chest.

Closing her eyes, she picked over the physical clues she’d gleaned from Fire Guy when he’d touched her. But being submerged in his guise had been head-muddling. The longer she thought about him, the hotter she grew until she couldn’t focus on any details other than the heat.

She could still hear the faint hiss and pop of flames from his guise.

Fingers brushed her shoulder. She flinched and scrambled to her feet, wiping the frost of sweat from the back of her neck and shying away from his burning gaze.

“Is Tessa okay? What happened?” she asked.

“The Triune is alive,” he said, less than reassuringly. “The others have fled.”

Finally, she looked at his face—into his eyes. Her throat tightened as the globes of molten flame flared. So blue. Bluer than in her dreams.

“Who are you?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

“Why did you steal the mask?”

For a second, she didn’t think he’d answer that question either, but then he said, “He belongs to me.”

She frowned, not sure if the summoner was referring to the god or the other way around. The fact that their voices were so fully merged was unsettling. She strained, hoping to hear the god speaking to the summoner the same way she’d heard the rainforest god speaking to Lily, but all she heard were the waves lapping behind her and the faint whisper and hiss of his guise.

“You should return now,” he said. “They’re looking for you.”

He held out his hand.

Another surge of heat swelled through her. She wanted to touch him. This was bad. Tessa was right. She did have a thing for the Fire Guy. And not knowing the identity of the summoner behind the mask only made it worse. It could’ve been anyone. It could’ve been her dad for all she knew. Gross.

That thought helped her compose herself long enough to take his hand. He swept her up, fast, like he was in a hurry, or like he was afraid she might pull away.

Cocooned in shadow and fire, her rational thoughts burned away as they traveled through the scorching furnace of the fire gods’ pathways.

An instant later, they arrived on her deck, outside her room. The summoner disengaged her, almost roughly, taking his warmth with him. She sucked in a sharp breath as the cold rushed in.

He took a few steps back. He was leaving.

She caught his arm. He didn’t have to, but he was letting her touch his mortal body beneath his guise. Her fingers pressed against his hot skin. Blue flame twisted around her wrist. Her pulse skittered and her mind blanked.

“I have to go,” he said.

“I know, I just—” She just what? Wanted him to stay? She didn’t even know who he was. She wanted the heat to stay, to surround and fill and melt her, all the way through. “How did you find me?”

He seemed to hesitate again. “You called me.”

She frowned. The only people she’d called were Tessa and her dad. She released him. “Dad?”

His tone turned amused. “No.”

The symbol on his forehead appeared for a second, traced by blue fire. She’d carved it into the cardboard, as part of the protective circle. Whenever a god’s mark was drawn in a ritual way, a way that summoned magic, it would call to the god.

“The mark,” she said.

He was silent.

“I guess it’s lucky that you were in possession when I drew it,” she said.

“I wasn’t.”

She frowned. “You weren’t in possession? So . . . it wasn’t the mark that called to you—”

“I have to go.” He started to turn away.

“Wait.”

He stopped.

Josie ran her hand up her arm, trying to warm herself. “I just wanted to . . . if you hadn’t showed up . . . that Fog God snatched Simone—Simone! Oh gods—”

“She’s not hurt.”

“You saw her?”

He nodded. Flames etched his shadowy features, sharpening them. She stared at the smoky guise, feeling a sense of familiarity, though she couldn’t see the mask itself or the mortal face beneath.

“Do I know you?” she asked.

He shifted back, like he was about to translocate.

“Wait—” She reached for him again.

Again, he let her penetrate his guise. This time her fingers plucked at his shirt. He didn’t have to let it happen. His guise could’ve repelled her. It could’ve bounced her hand back, preventing her from touching him, so long as he didn’t touch her first.

“Thank you,” she said in rush, afraid that he would disappear before she had the chance to say it. “Thank you for helping me . . . for saving me.”

Without thinking, she closed the space between them and kissed him, not sure where her lips would land—not sure how closely the billowing guise correlated to the summoner’s face. It must have been very close, because her lips pressed against the corner of his mouth. She only missed his lips because he turned at the last second. Her fingers slipped under the guise, trying not to be too obvious as she touched his cheek and grazed the hard line of his jaw—a little rough.

She had trouble gathering much more. Buried in the god’s guise of shadow and smoke, multicolor fire tangled at the periphery of her vision. The flames were ghostly, part of the guise, not wholly real. Yet heat wound through her. She rocked on her toes, tingling and feverish. Her hand trailed down his neck.

“Thank you,” she said again.

He took her wrist and removed it before it reached his chest. He stepped back, silhouetted in blue flame, and then he was gone.




Chapter 20

April 7th
Early the Next Day

“WAS IT BEECH?” SIMONE asked under her breath.

The door to Tessa’s hospital room clicked softly as it closed behind them. The light in the corridor gleamed too bright off the white walls and polished floors. Josie hated the air in the hospitals, too dry, too recirculated, too dead. It made her skin itch.

“I don’t know,” Josie said, glancing back at her sister through the narrow window.

Tessa looked terrible, her skin was the color of old glue, her head wrapped in gauze, her eyes hollow. At least she was alive. After she’d come out of possession, she’d plummeted three stories into a pile of rubble. Her charms had saved her from breaking her spine or dying, but she’d still suffered head trauma and deep bruising. Nancy, Caroline, their dad, and Judah remained in the room with her. They’d listened to Josie’s story silently and then asked her to leave.

Kai looked up from the row of chairs at the end of the hall. “Is the interrogation over?”

“For the moment.” Simone sat down next to him and looped her arm through one of his. He had his own gauze headband too, thanks to Fog God knocking him out and shoving him into the van.

“They didn’t ask you any questions,” Josie said to Simone.

“They did before you got here,” Simone said.

“What happened to you?”

“Fog Dude put a choke hold on me. I passed out, and he tied me up in the van with Kai. A while later, Kai woke me up and freed me.”

Josie plucked at Simone’s bracelets, which all seemed intact. “Why didn’t your bracelets protect you? Don’t you have any to prevent you from assault?”

Simone looked away, sheepish. “Well . . .”

Kai gave Josie a grim look. “She doesn’t make them for herself,” he said.

“What?”

“They’re for other people,” Simone said. “You never know when you’re going to meet someone who needs it. Like you. Look, you don’t have any.” She pulled her mini-engraver from her back pocket.

“Not right now.” Josie held up her hands. Both of her forearms were wrapped in bandages. The doctor had considered stitching the long, thin wounds, but in the end had decided against it.

Josie had told the doctor she’d been cut on some glass from the explosion.

Gas explosion. That’s what everyone was saying. That’s what everyone would believe, although the police had asked about some kind of fight between masked gang-bangers, which must have been what some of the terrae thought they saw. It was surprising any of them had noticed the masks; usually they didn’t. To nontribe, summoners in possession were invisible. In Japan, terrae were called, moumoku. Blind.

“You need to protect yourself, Simone,” Josie scolded. “Promise me you’ll make some charm bracelets for yourself. Things are too crazy right now.”

Simone hung her head, nodding. “Hey, would you find me something to drink?” she asked Kai.

“Do you really want something to drink, or do you just want to talk about Josie’s hot new boyfriend?”

“Punny,” Josie said.

Kai side-smiled, shrugging.

“Just give us a minute, okay?” Simone said.

“Sure, but I am curious; did you recognize him?” Kai leaned forward, gazing at her with an eagerness that made her shift in her chair.

“No.”

Kai continued to gaze at her, like he wasn’t sure he believed her. “Too bad.” He stood up. “I’ll be back in a couple.”

“Thanks,” Simone said. After a quick kiss, he ambled away through a set of metal doors towards the elevator.

Josie watched him go. She hadn’t ruled out the possibility that he had taken the fire god’s mask, which would have been terrible for a whole host of reasons.

“So?” Simone turned towards her, her hazel eyes sparkling. “Who is it?”

“I really don’t know.”

“But you translocated with him. You must have gotten . . . . feel for him.” Simone grinned. Josie couldn’t help but smile too.

“I did, but I really couldn’t tell much. Except he was male, or a steroidal woman. But I’m leaning towards male.”

“Could you tell how tall he was?”

Josie thought back. “Taller than me.”

“As tall as Beech?”

Josie tried to do a mental comparison. “Maybe.”

“Well . . . Russell is taller than Beech. Do you think it was Russell? I hope not.”

“Why not?” Russell was definitely on the list of suspects, especially now that she knew Fire Guy wasn’t working for Earth Mama. Russell had known about, and had the opportunity to steal, the mask. She hadn’t seen him at the show, which meant he could’ve been in possession when she’d drawn the god’s symbol into the protective circle . . . except, Fire Guy had said he hadn’t been in possession when she’d drawn the symbol. But that couldn’t be. How had he found her if not through the god’s symbol?

“Russell is . . . well, he was really mean to Kai growing up,” Simone said.

“Not everyone has the perfect sibling relationship that you and Judah enjoy.”

Simone crossed her arms. “Russell and Judah have a bad history too. They competed for a mask and . . . anyway, they don’t like each other.”

As far as Josie was concerned that was all the more reason to like Russell. “Is that all?”

“And he doesn’t have a very good reputation. He’s a player. Everyone knows it. He uses girls. Ask Allison. I heard they slept together and then—”

“If everyone knows he’s player, then how can he use anyone? Don’t they know what they’re getting into before they get into it? Beech isn’t exactly Mister Monogamy. And I’m fine with that. Besides, can’t people change? Russell hasn’t tried anything with me. Nor has he been a jerk . . .” she trailed off, “unlike some people I know.”

Simone sagged when Josie mentioned people changing. Simone was too forgiving to hold someone’s mistakes against them in perpetuity.

“Do you think it was Russell?” Simone asked.

“It could’ve been. I don’t know, but he did seem familiar.”

Simone slid to the edge of her seat. “Familiar how?”

Josie shook her head. “There was something . . . when I kissed him.”

Simone’s hand flew to her mouth. “You kissed him?”

Josie’s cheeks started to warm. She really had to learn how to get this blushing thing under control. “I sort of missed.” She touched the side of her mouth where her lips had landed on him.

Simone grabbed her hand. “How was it?”

Josie looked away, shrugging, face on fire.

“Oh my gods. Did he kiss you back?”

“No, he actually . . . sort of . . . turned away.”

Simone sagged. “Bummer. If it were Beech, don’t you think he would’ve kissed you?”

“Maybe not. Maybe he was afraid if he did, I would recognize him.”

Simone nodded anxiously. “What else happened?”

“Nothing. I touched his face. His cheek and his jaw. You know, to try to get a sense of his face.”

“And?”

“And he’s got great cheekbones.”

“Beech has great cheekbones.”

“So does Russell.”

“You really think it was Russell?”

“His cheeks might’ve been sharper than Beech’s. But his jaw seemed stronger than Russell’s, possibly. I don’t know. It was so hard to think.”

Simone’s smile widened. “He made it hard to think?”

“Definitely.”

“But you think it’s someone you know?”

Josie dropped her face into her hands. “I don’t know.” She groaned and slumped back in the chair. “Where is Beech? Have you seen him?”

“Yeah, I saw him after the police and everybody arrived, but it was so crazy. He asked if I was okay and if I knew where you were. When I said I didn’t, he took off. Have you tried calling him?”

“My phone got fried,” she said, taking out the phone. The screen was dark. “It must have happened the second time we translocated.”

“How did your dad know where to find you?”

“I messaged him from the computer.” She dug her fingers into her forehead and then stopped, remembering what Lily said about the third eye. Josie’s third eye must have been completely blind by now. “How could this have happened? The club was supposed to be protected.”

“It was protected,” Simone insisted. “Mom put down the circles herself. And if you think I’m good, you should see her charms. Maybe the Earth Goddess is just . . . stronger.”

“Maybe,” Josie said.

Breaking protection spells was exhausting, even for the Triune, though it would’ve been easier to break them if they’d been corrupted beforehand. Earth Mama had more than enough power to taint the earth around the club so that it wouldn’t be capable of holding a protection circle. But in order to do that, she would’ve needed a major heads up—before any of the newer, more powerful circles had been laid down by Caroline and Lily. Once again, that pointed towards a traitor in the tribe.

“However she did it, this was one pretty big show,” Josie said. “Whoever Earth Mama is, she must be in a hospital somewhere too right now.”

“And pissed off,” Simone said. “She didn’t get anything she wanted. Thanks to tall, dark, and flamey—”

“And Tessa,” Josie added. “She fought off that bitch. I didn’t think she could, but she did.”

“She had a little bit of help,” Simone said. “Once the elders realized something was up, they came running. That’s really when the Earth Goddess took off.”

The door to Tessa’s room opened. Judah came out, clothes covered in dirt and dust, golden face taut and tired. He looked like he’d had a building fall on him, which, from Josie’s understanding, was exactly what had happened. Simone had said he’d been trapped under some rubble during the fight, even in possession of an air god, he’d had trouble digging himself out.

“I’m supposed to take you two home,” he said.

“I’m not leaving,” Josie said.

“Yes, you are,” he said. “Your dad’s staying with Tessa tonight, and you’ll be safer at our house.”

“Your house?” she repeated.

“My house too,” Simone chimed in.

“Why can’t I go home?”

Judah stared dully down at her. “You really want to do this right now?”

“If your dad’s not going to be home, it’ll be better for you to be with us,” Simone said, hooking her arm around Josie’s shoulders and giving her a squeeze.

“They’re not going to attack again. Not anytime soon,” Josie murmured, shooting Judah a dark look. He reflected it back at her.

“Famous last words.” Kai came through the door, balancing two cups of coffee, one on top of the other. He handed one to Simone and the other to Josie. He glanced at Judah. “Sorry, friend, didn’t know you’d joined the party.”

Judah’s eyes flashed darkly at him and then quickly returned to their usual, unreadable state. Apparently, Judah didn’t care for either of the Vale brothers. Josie wondered if Simone had taken that into consideration when she’d started dating Kai. Or if Josie was the only one who was supposed to care about Judah’s opinions concerning other guys.

“Can you give Kai a ride home?” Simone asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Kai said. “My ‘mom’ is downstairs now.”

“I want to see Tessa,” Josie said, standing up.

“There’s nothing to see,” Judah said, standing in her way, again. “She’s exhausted. She saved all our asses tonight, you know?”

“Not all of us,” Simone said tartly, poking her chin over Josie’s shoulder. “Josie has her own personal savior.”

Judah’s eyebrow lifted in amusement. “Is that what you call it? Sounds to me like she’s got a criminal stalker who’s packing way too much heat for anybody’s good.”

“He’s not a stalker or a criminal,” she snapped.

“He stole the mask. What else would you call him?”

“Maybe he didn’t steal it. Maybe he just . . . took it.” She glanced back. Even Simone and Kai were looking at her like she was crazy.

“You’re defending him?” Judah asked, brow turning suspicious. “Why’s that, all of a sudden? A few weeks ago you were ready to throw all of us under the bus for that mask.” He tilted his head, thoughtful. “Maybe there’s something you forgot to mention about your little adventure with your knight in flaming armor?”

“Like what?”

Actually, there were more than a few things she hadn’t mentioned. Glossing would have been a generous description. She hadn’t relayed any of the details of her conversation with Fire Guy. And she had left out kissing him and how it was making her weak-kneed thinking about it.

“I don’t know,” Judah said, crossing his arms in his usual bodyguard fashion, “like maybe you recognized him. Maybe you figured out who he is. After all, you translocated with him, twice. That’s a lot of physical contact to have with a summoner. You’re telling me you didn’t pick up anything about him, nothing at all?”

Josie ground her teeth. “What should I have picked up?”

“He’s got a point,” Kai said. “You practically ordered the Eye to do a body cavity search on us when the mask went missing. Then the thief shows up and you let him get away without a pat down?”

“Kai, shush it,” Simone said.

Josie’s blush crawled down her neck, across her back. Completely out of control. She took a sip of her coffee, hoping the conversation would turn to other topics.

“You did find out something,” Judah said, brow saying, I knew it.

“Stop pestering her,” Simone said. “She didn’t find out anything, okay? And anything that may or may not have happened is none of your business anyway.”

“Simone . . .” Josie growled.

Simone paled.

“Happened?” Judah repeated, eyes flicking from Josie to Simone and back again. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened,” Josie insisted.

“Shit, you kissed that guy, didn’t you?” Kai said.

“Kai!” Simone swatted at him.

“Tessa was right,” Judah said. “You do have a thing for the fire god.”

“I do not have a thing for the fire god,” she said.

“So you have a thing for the fire god’s thief,” Kai said, in spite of Simone’s scowling at him.

“No. And what does it matter who I have a thing for? Why do either of you care?”

“I don’t care,” Kai said. “I was just hoping you’d figured out it wasn’t me.”

“Of course it’s not you,” Simone said.

“How could it have been? You were knocked out in a van the whole time,” Josie said.

“Got the head wound to prove it,” he said, gesturing to his gauze coronet.

Josie nodded, but she didn’t want to tell Simone the truth—which was that she didn’t know if it had been Kai or not. They all knew the most likely suspects were Kai, Russell, and Beech. She’d excluded Judah. Not just because he was Tessa’s boyfriend, but because the idea that Judah would steal was unimaginable. Beech had been right; Judah was as tight over the rules as Josie was, or had been. Obviously, she wasn’t as tight about them as she had been, or she wouldn’t have been defending Fire Guy at all. Judah was right. Whoever Fire Guy was, he was a thief.

Simone seemed to relax. Josie wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to relax. If Fire Guy wasn’t Kai or Beech, then it had to be Russell. Who else could it have been? Someone she didn’t know? Someone who wasn’t a part of her tribe? If that was the case, then how had he known about the mask in the first place? How had he known where to find it that night?

Judah continued to scrutinize her. “You don’t know who this thief is. You can’t trust him. Your life is in serious jeopardy, and you’re kissing thieving summoners? Are you crazy or just stupid?”

“Judah, that’s not very nice,” Simone said. “He saved her life. And it’s not like they really kissed. He didn’t even kiss her back so—”

Judah smirked.

Josie dropped her head back. “Simone, please stop talking.”

“Sorry,” Simone whispered.

“For a volcano god, that’s pretty cold,” Kai said.

“That’s it,” Josie said. “We’re not talking about this anymore.”

“Don’t you think you should tell the Eye?” Judah asked.

“Tell them what? That I kissed somebody? Why would they be interested in that?”

“Because you’re not thinking straight,” Judah said. “You don’t know who he is or where he comes from or what he wants. If he showed up at your door, you’d let him in, wouldn’t you?”

“No.”

Liar, his brow said. “You’d let him take you wherever he wanted. And what if he decides he wants to take you straight to the Earth Goddess?”

“He wouldn’t do that.”

“How do you know? He stole one of the tribe’s masks. He’s proven he’s not trustworthy, whoever he is. And if you know who he is, then you have to tell the Eye.”

“I don’t know who he is.”

“Then you don’t know you can trust him.”

Josie’s hand tightened around her coffee cup. The lid popped off. Dark liquid splashed over the rim and onto her hand. Fortunately, it wasn’t hot. She cursed and set the coffee down on the chair, wiping her hands on her jeans. “I don’t have to listen to you. I don’t see why you care.”

“Don’t you? Look at me.” He gestured to his soot-smeared face. “Look at your sister. This happened because of you. The Earth Goddess had ten summoners with her. Did you know that? Do you know how many innocent people were there? Do you know how many of our tribe members are in the hospital right now? Twenty-two, last I heard. And I don’t know how many terrae. And all of that was just a diversion so they could get to you. You’re lucky no one died.”

“What do you want me to do? Lock myself up in a tower?”

“It’s a thought.”

“What good would that do? Lock me up, bury me, shoot me in the head, it won’t make a difference. They’ll just go after Tessa. That was their plan in the first place. I just looked like easier pickings. But blame me all you want. I’m sure it’s easier for you to think that if I go away, then all of this will go away too. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Josie disappears and everything goes back to the way it was. Tessa gets to be the spoiled drama queen again. Judah can go back to lounging around, useless and arrogant, judging everyone who isn’t as perfect as he is. And you know what? I wish that too. I wish that I had that kind of power. Because if giving up my life could make that earth bitch crawl back into whatever hole she came from, if it could heal everyone who was hurt tonight, if it could save my sister from a life of serving the Tripartite, if it could bring back my mother, if it could accomplish any one of those things, I’d do it. I’d find the nearest bridge and jump.”

“Whoa,” Beech said from behind them. He held open one of the double doors, frowning. “I hope we’re talking like, extreme sports here.” He came into the hall, letting the door click shut behind him. “I’m all for bridge jumping so long as it’s all about the adrenaline rush.”

Josie went to him. He hugged her tight.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

“Looking for you.” His thumbs were on her cheeks. “What the hell happened?”

Before she could respond, he kissed her.

“Sorry, I didn’t call,” she said once they broke apart. “My phone is toast.”

“Wonder how that happened,” Judah remarked as he passed by them. He pushed the door open and held it. “After you.”

“Where are you going?” Beech asked.

“Josie’s staying with us,” Simone said. “Tessa’s pretty shaken. Marc’s staying here with her.”

Beech took her hands. “You can stay with me if you want.”

As tempting as that sounded, she knew it would just cause more trouble. Her dad was already freaked out enough.

“Walk me to the car?” she asked.

His arm slid around her shoulder, warm, familiar. “Whatever you want.”




Chapter 21

April 8th
The Next Morning

SOMEONE KNOCKED ON THE guest room door.

Josie woke in a sweat, sheets tangled around her legs, face plastered to the mattress. She squinted against the light filtering through the swag curtains, not sure if it was almost morning or almost night. She’d fallen asleep sometime in the afternoon.

“Time to get up,” Judah said, standing in the doorway, stone-faced.

She pushed her damp hair from her flushed forehead and grabbed at the twisted sheet, attempting to yank it over her bare thighs. Luckily, she preferred boy-short style underwear over thongs. She’d borrowed a clean tank top from Simone to sleep in, but none of Simone’s pants had fit, not even the stretchy ones. The girl didn’t just look like a pixie; she was as small as one too. Simone had offered to pick up some clean clothes for Josie, but by the time they’d gotten back from the hospital, and Judah had cooked them a late breakfast, Simone’s pixie nose had nearly fallen flat into her buckwheat pancakes. Josie had just decided to sleep in her underwear.

Josie kicked, trying to work the sheets free. They fell in a knotted crumple to the floor. She hugged the pillow to her chest. Not that Judah made her self-conscious, but the lingering memories of her dream—about Fire Guy on the beach under the moonlight—clung fresh to her skin, like steam gathered on a bakery window before dawn.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Six. In the morning.” Judah’s hard blue eyes gazed down at his tablet, apparently disinterested in how little she was wearing or how flushed she was.

“Where’s Simone?”

“She went to your house to get you some clothes. We just got a call. We have to leave.”

She twisted around, sitting up. “For what?”

His brow rose as he finally looked at her. “The inquiry.”

“Kuso.” She fell back, grimacing as the knot on her head hit the mattress. She stared up at the ceiling.

An inquiry. Wonderful. Let the circus begin.

The morning light played weakly over the ceiling, gray and diffuse. Was it actually going to be sunny? She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen the sun, maybe the day her mother had died. A lump formed in her throat. She swallowed it back.

She’d been channeling most of her grief into helping Tessa; the rest had been pushed into the darkness. Time for grieving was after justice had been served and Tessa was safe.

A lot of good it had done. Tessa could summon the Tripartite, but every time she did, she ended up in the hospital. She needed more time and practice. If Earth Mama kept showing up, forcing Tessa to go into possession of the Tripartite before she was ready . . . 

No. Josie refused to think about what could happen if those three-faced jerks overwhelmed her sister. Tessa would just keep working. Josie would just keep pushing. What choice did they have?

She sat up. Judah continued to stand in the threshold, gazing at her.

“What?” she asked.

“I talked to Tessa,” he said.

“How is she?”

“She’s been better. She wanted to know more about your volcano god.”

Josie’s eyes narrowed. “And what did you tell her?”

He leaned against the door jamb. “I told her to talk to you. But you know, after what happened, Nancy might get her way and her truth-charms.”

“I’m not hiding anything.”

Disbelieving brow.

“Nothing the Eye needs to know,” she clarified. “If they want to use a truth-charm, fine. Then everybody will know I have the hots for some thieving god. Big deal.”

“The god’s not the thief; the summoner is. Which is it?”

“Which is what?”

“Which one do you have the hots for?”

Her chest was warm. Was she blushing again? Why? Just because he was asking her about Fire Guy?

She ignored his question and snagged her jeans off the chair in the corner. They left an ash and sand imprint on the powder-blue upholstery. Cringing, she brushed at the mess. Her efforts only seemed to spread the stain.

Great. She’d ruined Caroline’s chair.

The sheets were dirt-stained too, since she hadn’t had the energy to shower. The second floor guest room looked unused from the unblemished honey and blond wood floors, to the glossy cream trim around the windows, to the crisp bed linens—pristine. The Goodwin house was only three blocks from Josie’s, but it must’ve been renovated more recently. Everything looked more modern and cleaner. That is, until she’d come along.

She sat back, frowning at the chair and the remaining crust of blood and sand on her jeans. She hoped Simone would be back soon.

“I don’t get you,” Judah said.

She scowled. Why was he still here? “The feeling’s mutual.”

“You’re really telling me you have no idea who the thief is?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, officer. I didn’t get a good look at him. You know, behind the guise of a volcano god.”

“Are you actually this immature?”

Not usually, but Beech seemed to be rubbing off on her. “Only when I’m getting the third degree for no reason,” she said.

“You think I’m giving you the third degree? Did you hear me say there’s going to be an inquiry? If you know something and they make you submit to a truth-charm—”

She tossed her jeans down on the floor. The floors were wood, she could sweep. “I told you I don’t know anything.”

“You translocated with him, twice. You’re not that imperceptive, Josie. You can’t expect me to believe you didn’t pick up any physical clues about him. And I don’t believe you didn’t talk to him in all that time either—”

“So what? I talked to him.”

“So what did he sound like?”

“I don’t know. His voice was . . .” She frowned, lapsing into thought.

“His voice was what?”

“Merged,” she murmured, scratching at the rolled up corners of tape on her bandages distractedly. “I couldn’t tell the god’s voice from the summoner’s.”

“Really . . .” He shook his head.

“Really,” she insisted, standing up.

She looked around, though she wasn’t sure what she was looking for. Something was niggling at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t grab hold of it.

She hadn’t been able to tell the summoner’s voice from the god’s. That was strange. Usually, they remained distinct. Judah was right. She was perceptive enough to pick up on that much, at least normally. And then there was the matter of how he’d known where to find her in the first place.

If the summoner hadn’t been in possession when she’d drawn the god’s mark, then how had he found her? He’d told her that she’d called him. He’d led her to believe that when she’d included the fire god’s mark in her protective circle it had gotten the summoner’s attention, but then he’d said he hadn’t been possession . . . 

“Stop messing with those,” Judah said.

She stopped picking at the bandages.

“They need to be changed,” he said.

She nodded, not really hearing him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She raked her hair back. Greasy and gritty, gross.

“May I?” she asked, pointing to the tablet he held.

He hesitated.

She gritted her teeth. “Please?”

He held it out.

She took it and opened the browser. She navigated to the tribe’s archives as she went back to the bed, sitting down again.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.

She wasn’t sure. In the search field she typed in:  summoner and god’s voice.

A hundred or so results came up. The first was from a book titled, Eras of the Corpora Deorum:  Myths of the First Ages.

The next was a brief article she’d read dozens of times already, written by a modern Core scholar:  Manifestation and the Lost Art of Mask-making.

She tapped on it, pulling up the paragraph the contained her search terms: 

In these instances of manifestation, numerous sources recall how the god’s and summoner’s voices rang in unison, one indistinguishable from the other . . . . Of course, this was due to the god’s gradual subsuming of the summoner’s body . . . . The end result being the god’s complete assumption over the previously shared corporeal form and ultimate displacement of the summoner’s mortal soul.


Her stomach crawled into her throat as she scanned the rest of the article. She dropped the tablet to her lap. “Kuso.”

Judah’s frown deepened. “What is it?”

“It’s not possible,” she muttered to herself.

“What’s not possible?” he asked.

Her heart slammed against her ribcage. The bright light of revelation sliced through her head, stunning her. The floor seemed to drop.

“Hi,” Simone said, appearing in the doorway next to her brother. Her smile faded. “What’s wrong?”

Josie looked at her. “I screwed up.”

“Finally, something that makes sense,” Judah said.

Simone came into the room, setting a bulging backpack on the bed next to Josie. “Screwed up what?”

Josie lifted the tablet again and scrolled through the articles.

“Um . . . Josie?” Simone asked after a minute.

“Listen to this,” Josie said, reading from another article. “‘It was purported that from the very first moment the summoner donned the mask, the god was seeded. Before long, the mask was no longer required. The summoner was in constant contact with the god, able to draw on the god’s power, even out of possession, to hear the god’s thoughts and words and to know when the god was called by the drawing of his mark . . . ’” She tossed the tablet aside, digging all of her fingers into her forehead. “Fuck!”

Simone brushed Josie’s shoulder. “What are you talking about? What happened?”

Josie stood. The world bent around her in warped curves, like when she’d stood in front of the giant bean in Millennium Park. “He’s becoming manifest.”

“Huh?” Simone said, looking to Judah. But he was just staring at Josie, his brow in blackout mode.

“Fire Guy. His voice and the god’s . . . I couldn’t tell them apart,” she said. “Fire Guy said he’d been able to find me because I’d called him by drawing the fire god’s symbol in the protective circle. That only would’ve worked if the summoner had been in possession when I drew the symbol, but he said he hadn’t been possession. The god’s mark can’t call to the summoner unless he’s wearing the god’s mask, unless the summoner is in possession—”

“Yeah? So?” Simone said.

“Don’t you see?” Josie said. “I drew the fire god’s mark in a ritual circle. And it called to the summoner, even though the summoner wasn’t in possession. That just doesn’t happen, not unless—”

“The god’s becoming manifest,” Judah said, voice dull with realization.

Josie’s stomach twisted. “Exactly.”

“Manifest?” Simone asked.

Josie snatched up the tablet and thrust it into Simone’s hands. “In the old days, masks weren’t passed down through the generations, from one summoner to another, like they are now. In the early years, mask-makers found the god who best fit the summoner. They tailored the mask, so the god and the summoner would be harmonized. So they would be . . . one.”

Her throat clenched, cutting off her air.

“Is that bad? It sounds good to me,” Simone said. “Who wants something off the rack, when they can have it custom-made?”

“Yes, it’s bad,” Josie said. “It’s worse than bad.” She gestured at the tablet. “From the moment the summoner put on the mask, the god . . . infected him. The god was with the summoner all the time, regardless of whether or not the summoner wore the mask. And eventually, according to this, the god would push out the summoner’s soul and seize control of the summoner’s body. In effect, the summoner died. The god became manifest. The god took mortal form. The summoner’s form.”

“Wait a minute,” Judah said. “How is that possible?”

She wanted to ignore him, but she couldn’t. “What do you mean?”

“You said you don’t know who this Fire Guy is,” he said, voice as taut as his face.

“I don’t,” she said.

He let out a breathy huff of incredulity. “Then how?”

“How what?”

“Oh, I get it,” Simone said, wide-eyed. “You said that the mask had to be fitted to the summoner. That’s how a god becomes manifest. The mask-maker makes the mask specifically for the summoner.”

“Right . . .”

“Hello?” Simone waved her hand in front of Josie’s face. “You made the fire god’s mask. If you’re right, and Fire Guy got your call because he’s all god-infected now, then that means you tailored the fire god’s mask for him. Right?”

Josie stared at Simone. Her mind was a perfect blank.

“You must know who the summoner is,” Simone said. “How else could you have tailored the fire god’s mask to fit the summoner’s face?”

Josie felt like she’d run up against a brick wall. “I . . . guess.”

Judah scowled. “What do you mean, you guess?”

“I . . .” She brought up an image of the fire god’s mask in her mind.

That night was such a haze. The heat that had filled her distorted her memories, rendering them blurs of sweat and clay. Even though she’d been drawing the mask for weeks, it was just a mask. Some features were strong, but when she tried to fix on them, to match them up to some face she actually knew—Beech? Kai? Russell?—the features of the mask curled into smoke.

If Josie’s theory was correct, if the fire god was becoming manifest, then Josie had modeled the mask for someone specific, which meant the summoner was someone she knew, or at least, a face she knew. It also meant if Fire Guy lost his soul to the fire god, it would be her fault.

Her fists balled against her thighs as she groped for the face, willing it to reemerge and become clear. Her back teeth set and clenched, but her mind seemed to be working against her. She was chasing a thought, something she felt she knew, but the harder she pursued it, the deeper into the darkness it delved, finally slipping away into those forgetting places.

Try as she might, she couldn’t match the mask to a face. Straining for a recollection that wasn’t there wouldn’t help him.

She stood up, looking around. Her purse was slumped against the nightstand. She swept it up and started digging.

“What are you looking for?” Simone asked.

“A pen.”

“Why?”

“I have to tell him. I have to warn him.”

Finally, she found that elusive black Sharpie, buried at the bottom of her bag, under curls of whittling shavings and a pamphlet about enlightenment a Krishna had pushed into her hands at some airport.

“But isn’t it too late?” Simone asked. “If the god started becoming manifest the moment Fire Guy put on the mask, then . . . what can he do? Will it make a difference if he stops wearing the mask?”

“No,” Josie said, hesitating. “I don’t think so.”

“So . . .”—Simone’s voice was pixie-small—“he’s just screwed?”

Josie scraped her lip with her teeth. “I am so stupid. I shouldn’t have been repairing masks or making masks—”

“It’s not your fault,” Simone said soothingly. “You didn’t know what you were doing.”

Josie’s gaze roved around as she searched her memory for more information about manifestation. Her eyes landed on Judah and the crystal around his neck, remembering how it had helped Tessa retreat from the Tripartite’s mental assault. Her heart leapt.

“Maybe there is a way to help him,” she said, mind racing. “The god’s already becoming manifest. We can’t change that, but the summoner might be able to control the god, like Tessa does. The Tripartite resides within her; they’re with her all the time. It’s not exactly the same as manifestation, but . . . it might be similar enough that the techniques she uses, grounding, centering, may work for him too. The Tripartite is far more powerful than an ancient fire god. If Tessa can restrain them and keep her soul, then so can he. He has to. Once Tessa has recovered enough to take me back to the island, I’ll search the archives. There has to be a way to prevent a god from manifesting fully. I’ll find it.”

“I think I might know a charm that could help him,” Simone said, eyes brightening. “It’s a memory charm, but I might be able to modify it to act like an anchor, you know, for his soul, except”—her face fell—“I’d need to know who he is for it to work.”

Josie glanced around the room. She couldn’t draw a protective circle in black marker on Caroline’s gleaming hardwood. Besides, she couldn’t stand there and wait for him either. But a protective circle was one of the few charms she could create that would possess any power. If she just drew his symbol on a piece of paper, it wouldn’t call to him. Clearly. She’d been doing that for weeks. She needed to draw his mark in some meaningful way—a ritual way—for him to get the summons. Other than protective circles, there weren’t many rites that would work for just anybody, except—

She sat down and uncapped the marker. She started drawing his symbol on her thigh.

Simone yipped and grabbed for the marker. “What are you doing?”

Josie held the marker away from Simone’s grasping hands. “I’m calling him.”

“You’re not calling him, you’re—you’re . . .” Simone’s cheeks glowed bright pink. “I know you like him,” Simone said gently, “but don’t you think it’s a little premature to ritually give yourself to him?” She swiped at the marker again.

Josie scooted farther down the bed, holding the marker away.

“You walk around with his symbol on your body, he can make you do anything he wants. Anything.”

“This is important,” Josie said. “He has to know what’s happening to him. The sooner the better. I did this to him. I owe him.”

“Why don’t we just go outside and draw a nice protective circle on the driveway? I’m sure he’ll come.”

“Not if we have an inquiry to go to,” Josie said. “We can’t stand in the driveway all day waiting for him.”

Simone gave her a sympathetic look. “So you draw his mark on your body and what? You think he’s just going to show up at the inquiry?”

“I think he’ll be there anyway. I think he’s part of our tribe.”

“Who?” Simone asked.

“I don’t know—”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Judah interjected harshly.

“I know!” Josie snapped.

“Maybe it’s a subconscious thing,” Simone offered, reaching for both of them as if she could bridge the gap. “You saw his face once and it just stuck with you. Maybe you don’t actually know him know him. That could be, right? I mean, you’ve traveled the whole world. You’ve met practically everybody in the entire Core, right? That’s a lot of faces. Totally Freudian.”

Judah didn’t look convinced, but Josie wanted to kiss Simone for being so understanding, especially since Josie didn’t understand it herself.

Judah was right. Damn him. It didn’t make sense.

“However it happened,” Josie said, “I have to warn him. And I’m sure he won’t . . . do anything.”

Simone turned to her brother, pleading. “Judah . . .”

If he had any critical remarks or dire warnings, he kept them to himself. He watched Josie, like he was waiting to see if she’d actually do it.

She knew he thought she was nuts. And she probably was, but if she drew the fire god’s symbol on her body, it would definitely get Fire Guy’s attention, because basically, she would be making herself his slave.

Before Simone could stop her again, she finished the symbol in a few quick strokes, circling it fast. A pulse of heat throbbed through her. She capped the marker again.

“There. It’s done.”

“Yeah,” Judah said, standing up straighter. “And I’m sure he’s not at all interested in any virgin sacrifices. I mean, he’s just an ancient volcano god. They’re not known for being into that stuff, right?” He smirked and left.

Josie scowled after him. “I really hate your brother.”

Simone whimpered and flopped back on the bed. “I really hope he’s not right.”

Josie touched the symbol on her skin. It was warm.

Me too.




Chapter 22

April 8th

STEAMING WATER AND lavender-scented soap worked a miracle on her aching body. The raw knife wounds had stung at first, but by the time she’d dried and rebandaged them, the pain had dulled to a vague throb.

She’d been careful not to wash off the fire god’s symbol, but after she’d pulled on her underwear and T-shirt, she sat on the toilet seat lid and refreshed the mark anyway.

“That’s not necessary,” he said.

She flinched. The marker flew from her hand and clattered into the wet tub, rolling back and forth on the curves.

Fire Guy stood in the narrow space next to the linen closet, in front of the door. His guise was all shadow, the blackest smoke. Only his eyes flamed. Since the god’s symbol was drawn on her body, he’d been able to translocate directly into the house, in spite of any protective charms or circles that might’ve prevented him otherwise. Marking herself meant no circle, no charm could protect her from him—not that she needed protecting. She hoped.

“I needed to see you,” she said, standing up.

“I gathered.”

“There’s something I need to tell you.” She finger-combed her wet hair.

She sat back down, this time on the edge of the tub. She was having trouble standing with his heat filling up the already steamy room. In a rush, she told him everything she’d told Simone and Judah, about manifestation and his soul, everything.

When she finished, sweat dewed her chest and her heart fluttered—just from being in the room with him. This was so bad.

“Well?” she said when he didn’t say anything.

“Thanks for the heads up.” The air shifted, like he was about to translocate.

“Wait,” she said, jumping up. “This is serious. You could be in real trouble.”

The smoke of his guise churned as if fanned by her movement.

“I’ll take care of it.”

“But—” She moved closer. The granite vanity was cool under her fingertips. “Don’t you want help?”

“From you?”

“Well . . .” She glanced at her reflection. Gods, she was flushed bright enough to light the room.

“Sounds like the Triune is the one I need to talk to,” he said.

She tensed. “You could, but she’d be expected to punish you for stealing the mask in the first place.”

“That doesn’t mean she will.”

True. Tessa wasn’t in a position to punish anyone at the moment.

“But . . . am I right? Is the god becoming manifest?” she asked.

He was quiet for a moment. “It explains a few things,” he said finally.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“Like now?”

She frowned. “What?”

“You should scrub that off.” The symbol on her thigh burned when he mentioned it.

She bit her lip against the sudden sting.

“It’s not really fair,” he said.

The burn mellowed but crept outwards, and inwards.

“I only did it to get your—”

“I know why you did it,” he said gruffly. “And since you know I’m losing myself to this god, it’s not very considerate of you to put yourself under my control when I might not have control.”

Now her face really was burning. She backed up, stammering in a way that made her voice unrecognizable, even to herself. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She reached over and turned on the faucet. “I only wanted to . . . I’ve told you what I needed to. I’ll wash it off.”

She perched on the edge of the vanity and pumped soap into her hand, lathering it on her thigh. The suds turned gray as the symbol smeared. Her thoughts blurred with the ink. She’d never been so muddle-headed in her entire life. She’d never allowed herself to be, but something about him made it hard for her to maintain control of her Triune façade. His heat worked against her, melting the defenses she’d thought had been chiseled from stone but, apparently, were only ice.

“You took a big risk,” he said, seeming to read her thoughts, “trusting me.”

She was afraid to speak. These feelings creeping through her . . . stupid, reckless, unacceptable feelings, feelings a Triune couldn’t entertain.

“I could be one of the bad guys,” he said.

A Triune feels . . . only what she wants to feel . . . 

But then, Josie wasn’t the Triune.

She took a deep breath, clearing her throat. “If you’re one of the bad guys, then why did you save me?” She wiped the suds away with a tissue, but the symbol remained—faded, but clear. The heat under her skin continued to deepen and spread.

“I could make you do whatever I wanted,” he said darkly. “Rob a bank. Highjack a plane. Jump out a window. Slash open your wrists.” Low blue flames coiled over his smoldering skin. “I could make you have that symbol tattooed permanently and turn you into my slave, forever.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“Are you asking me? Or the god?”

“It’s good you can still tell the difference.”

“It’s good for you I can still tell the difference.”

She turned off the faucet, crumpling the tissue in her hand. “Are you saying the god wants to do those things to me?”

The fire crawling over his body grew from spiraling trickles into flickering streams. His voice came out low and hushed,

“I think you know what the god wants.”

She gripped the edge of the vanity. Was he saying the god had feelings for her?

She struggled to come up with something to say. All these feelings were so strange, so new, she wasn’t quite sure how to respond to them or to him.

Judah’s question came back to her then. Was it the god or the summoner she was drawn to?

The gods used emotion when it suited them, wearing feelings like tacky jewelry they could discard on a whim. Deep down, her mom had said, gods are as vacuous as black holes.

Josie didn’t know if her mom had been right. Gods seemed to be tempests of emotion. Fickle, yes, but intense. Once, she wouldn’t have doubted her mother about anything, but now. . .

Whatever the god felt, or didn’t feel, he hadn’t been real until the summoner had put on the mask. The mask contained the god’s mortal aspect. It had been comforting to her during her nightmares, she’d felt possessive of it, but she hadn’t felt anything like what she was feeling now. The fire god hadn’t saved her the other night. The summoner had. And for now, he still seemed to be calling the shots.

Whether it had started with the mask or not, the god was now a part of the summoner. There was no going back. 

This was so bad.

His fire had died out, like he’d shut off the burner. He was all black shadow again.

“Most of the time, I’m in control,” he said carefully.

Me too. Except with you.

She slid off the vanity. “That’s good—”

“Don’t call me again,” he cut in.

Knife. Heart.

All she could say was, “Oh.”

“I can’t see you like this anymore,” he said.

“Anymore? This is only the second time I’ve seen you . . . like this.”

Blue flames limned his fingertips. For a moment, she was afraid he was about to translocate. That’s right—afraid. A double-twisted knot in her gut. Fear. She didn’t want him to leave.

So very bad.

His words were whispered, “He can’t stop thinking about you.”

Her throat went dry. “The god? Or you?”

“When it comes to you, I can’t tell the difference.” The flames snaked up his arms. “When it comes to you, I’m not sure who’s in control. That’s the problem.”

She touched the towel on the rack, straightening it. “You’re saying I’m threatening your ability to control the god? You can’t tell if it’s you or the god who . . . can’t stop thinking about me?”

She ached saying it. She wanted to hear him say it again. He thought about her. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Just one more time. Only don’t say he, say I.

I can’t stop thinking about you, Josie.

Please say it again.

Instead, he said,

“Why are you being like this?”

“Like what?”

But he didn’t answer.

A terrible panicked clenching started up in her chest. The god was becoming manifest. The summoner, whoever he was, could lose his soul. And now he was telling her that she was not only responsible for putting him in this position, but that being around her was making it worse.

No matter what she felt, she had to do the right thing. Or because of what she felt . . . she couldn’t let him lose his soul. That much she knew for certain.

Her lungs fought her, like her body was struggling against her decision, but she forced the air out so she could speak.

“If that’s true, if being around me makes it difficult for you to control the god, then . . .”—she took a deep breath—“you shouldn’t be around me. You have to maintain control. To keep your soul. Nothing else matters.”

Blue fire flared along the lines of his body. “You mean that.”

She crossed her arms tight under her chest.

“Of course I mean it.”

The silence hissed. The heat grew oppressive, smothering. She couldn’t look at him. If she did, she might do something rash and irresponsible, like try to kiss him.

She stared at the white subway tiles on the wall. Blue light reflected in the glaze, pure, pulsating.

And then it was gone.

Her eyes closed. Tears formed behind her eyelids, but she drew them back.

Down into the darkness.

Into the oubliette.




Chapter 23

April 8th

“IS EVERYTHING OKAY?” SIMONE asked again, twisting around in her seat to give Josie another worried look.

“Everything’s fine,” Josie lied.

Judah’s eyes flicked to her in the rearview mirror. “You saw him, didn’t you?”

She hugged herself and sunk into her seat. “Maybe.”

Judah’s brow turned brutal. “You let him into our house? Past our protective circles?”

She sank further.

“I can’t believe you—” Judah started.

Simone slapped at his arm, but he was unrelenting.

“It’s one thing for you to risk your own life by playing whatever game you’re playing with this guy—”

“I’m not playing a game,” she snapped.

“But don’t get me or my sister involved,” he finished like she hadn’t spoken.

“What did he say when you told him about the god becoming manifest?” Simone asked.

“He said he’d take care of it.” Josie stared out the window again. The mist was making her nervous. Not that fog was unheard of in Portland, but it still set her on edge.

“And?”

“And . . . nothing,” Josie said.

Simone’s face fell. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?” Judah said. “She’s lucky she wasn’t burned. Giving yourself to a god like that is just—”

“Shush it,” Simone said, pointing her finger at him threateningly.

Judah fell silent for half a second before he said, “Guess you know it’s not Beech.”

Simone frowned. “How?”

Judah snorted. “That kid has as much self-control as a puppy at a fire hydrant party. Some girl draws his god’s symbol on her body—you think he’s going to be able to stop himself?”

Simone gave Josie a sympathetic look. “He’s probably right.”

“Isn’t he usually?” Josie muttered.

Judah’s brow plunged in irritation, but she wasn’t interested in sparring with him anymore.

After Fire Guy had left her, she’d used nail polish remover to take off the mark. She knew it was gone completely because the heat was gone too. Even in a thermal Henley and denim jacket, she was cold—all the way through. Colder than she’d been the day she’d arrived, colder than the day she’d almost died of hypothermia.

As they pulled up to a stoplight, Simone and Judah’s phones sounded off—Judah’s a reserved beep, Simone’s chiming a little ukulele tune. Both of their heads bent down.

Josie sat up straighter. “What is it?”

“The inquiry is postponed,” Simone said, frowning at Judah. “That’s weird—”

Judah let out a heavy sigh. “Look.”

Josie leaned forward to see Beech on his skateboard, coming towards them, waving his arm.

When the light turned green, Judah made an impromptu left turn and pulled over along the curb. A minute later, Beech rolled up, pulled open the door, and climbed inside. His hair and face glistened with moisture as the haze turned into drizzle.

“No inquisition,” he said, huffing as he plopped into the seat next to Josie’s, closing the door.

“We heard,” Judah said.

“Why?” Josie asked.

“Lily’s MIA,” Beech said.

“What?” Simone squeaked.

“Everybody’s going nuts looking for her,” Beech said. “It’s one thing for Caroline, Miss Flight-of-Fancy,” he said, looking from Judah to Simone, “but so-grounded-she’s-practically-sprouting-leaves Lily?”

Simone’s cherry-hued cheeks turned milk white.

Josie unfastened her seat belt and gripped the back of Judah’s seat. “Call Tessa.”

“She can’t do anything—” Judah said.

Josie grabbed his sleeve. “Just make sure she’s okay. Please.”

After a second, Judah’s thumb moved over the screen of his phone.

“Summoners have been going missing all over,” Josie said. “Tessa’s been getting messages, but—”

“Tessa?” Judah said. In the quiet of the car, Tessa’s voice carried from Judah’s phone, a sluicing gush of high-pitched panic. “Tess, I know, I know,” Judah cut in. “Yeah, she’s here.” He glanced back at Josie. Tessa spoke again. “I will,” Judah responded in a low voice. “She’ll be fine. I promise.”

Beech touched Josie’s wrist. His fingers were warm, but not warming. She hated to admit it, but Judah was right. Beech wasn’t Fire Guy. If he had been, she would’ve been tangled up with him on a black sand beach somewhere in the Pacific at that very moment. Instead, she was stuck in Judah’s crossover on a foggy side street in Portland.

“You okay?” Beech asked.

What was she supposed to say? A fire summoner had put a knife in her heart an hour ago? How would he feel about that? She wasn’t even sure how she felt about it. How had she become so vulnerable to someone she’d only met once before? It seemed absurd, but she couldn’t help it. When he’d told her he couldn’t see her anymore, a wound had opened up inside of her and started bleeding, and she didn’t know how to stop it.

“Not really,” she admitted.

His grip tightened.

Judah hung up with Tessa. He looked at Josie again in the rearview. “Tessa’s fine, except for all the messages that have been flooding in. She said they’re bypassing her directives and appearing right in front of the nurses. She’s had to tell the hospital staff she does magic tricks. She wants out, but they won’t release her until the doctor signs off. Your dad’s still there too.”

Josie let out a deep breath. “Messages about Lily?”

“I guess,” Judah said. “She didn’t say.”

“Lily can’t really be missing,” Simone said. “I mean, not kidnapped or . . . something, right?”

For some reason, they all looked at Josie.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“But to mess with a Past Eye?” Simone said. “And after they just attacked us? You’d think they’d need a break.” She slumped in her seat. “I know I do.”

“Maybe that’s why they did it,” Josie said.

“What do you mean?” Simone asked.

Josie glanced over at Judah, who was still watching her in the rearview. “Maybe Earth Mama needs a fresh virginal sacrifice.”

“Whoa,” Beech said. “First off, I’m fairly certain Lily’s not a virgin. And secondly, are you serious? You think that psycho would nab a Past Eye just to suck her blood? I mean,”—he flopped back in the seat—“are we seriously talking human sacrifice?”

“They murdered a Triune,” Josie said. “Do you think a Past Eye is any more important to them? And since Lily is an Eye, sacrificing her would give Earth Mama a big energy boost. Whoever she is, she is way too powerful to be doing all of this without making sacrifices of some kind. Even Fog God told me that the time bender takes serious energy to use. She has to be feeding the sacrificial fires, or she’s . . .” Josie’s words dried up on her tongue.

“She’s what?” Simone asked.

Josie bit her lip. “Nothing.”

“Or she’s manifest,” Judah finished her thought.

Josie frowned at his reflected eyes. “She can’t be.”

“Why not? You think your new boyfriend’s so special?”

“New boyfriend?” Beech said, leaning forward, eyebrows raised.

Josie glared at the twin sapphires glinting in the mirror at her. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

“Obviously, otherwise you wouldn’t have been pouting for the last hour.”

She flared. “I haven’t been—”

“Okay,” Beech said, “I missed something.”

“Yeah, you missed your girlfriend making a pass at another guy—god,” Judah said.

“Judah! What did we talk about?” Simone said, glowering at him.

“You made a pass at a god?” Beech asked Josie, like he was almost impressed.

“No.”

“What else would you call drawing his symbol on your thigh?” Judah said.

Beech’s eyes bugged. “You did what?”

“It’s not like that,” Josie said to Beech. Then she growled at Judah, “You are such a dick.”

Simone touched Judah’s arm and reached for Josie. “We should all take a deep breath—”

“I’m sorry, I assumed you were planning on telling Beech how you threw yourself at some mystery fire god,” Judah said. “If my girlfriend did that—”

Josie was off her seat entirely, ready to rip the rearview mirror from the windshield and smash it over Judah’s head. “Well, I’m not your girlfriend and it’s none of your business and I did not throw myself at him.”

Judah’s brow tilted. “Right.”

“Whoa, stand down, amigos,” Beech said, taking Josie’s shoulder and nudging her back. “It’s cool. Josie’s a free agent. She can do whatever she wants.”

Judah snorted and muttered something unintelligible.

“Although I’m not sure about this whole putting a god’s symbol on your body thing,” Beech said. “You know I love the body art, babe, but . . .” For a second, a look that might’ve been hurt flashed over his face. “You didn’t really do that, did you?”

“I had to,” she said.

Beech slid back from her. “Okay . . . even I know that’s crazy.”

“No, Beech, she had a good reason,” Simone said. “See, she made the fire god’s mask for him and—”

“You made the mask for him?” Beech was scowling now. “But you said you didn’t know who took it.”

“I don’t—”

“Then how could you’ve made the mask for him?”

“That’s what I want to know,” Judah grumbled.

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Josie said.

“So, you did it . . . what? Subconsciously?” Beech asked. “Like he’s so deep in there you can’t control yourself? How serious is your thing for this guy?”

Everyone was looking at her again. Simone guiltily from the corner of her eyes; Beech, full-on, scrutinizing; Judah, the reflective surface of the glass rendering the blue light in his eyes even more distant.

“O . . . kay,” Beech said, grabbing the battered end of his skateboard and opening the door.

“Beech, it’s not—”

“Whatever,” he said with a shrug. “Like I said, it’s cool.” But he wasn’t looking at her anymore. “I’ll check you later.”

“Beech . . .”

He hopped out of the car, into the milk-white haze. Before he could shut the door, the fog condensed and wrapped around his throat. Beech let out a strangled wheeze, dropping his deck as he clawed at the arm of fog choking him.

“Beech!” Josie surged forward, but Judah caught her arm, keeping her from leaping out of the car. She yanked against him, but he held on.

Fog God coalesced behind Beech, whose face was turning unhealthy shades of red.

“Salutations, Lady Day.”




Chapter 24

April 8th

“JUDAH, LOOK.” SIMONE POINTED through the windshield.

Josie stopped pulling against him. More summoners emerged from the mist:  two air gods, three earth gods, and two water gods.

Judah unfastened his seat belt.

“Don’t waste your time summoning whatever pathetic excuse of a deity the tribe spared you. You’re not a complete idiot. You can see you’re outmatched,” Fog God said to Judah, the hollows of his eyes widening into dark pits. “Just let the mask-maker come with us and we’re out of here.”

Judah’s hand was crushing Josie’s upper arm. Pulling her closer, he leaned towards Fog God.

“Fuck you.”

“Eloquence in the face of pressure,” Fog God said. “What a hero.”

Beech let out a gurgling sound. His eyes bulged. His lips turned grape-candy purple.

“Let go!” Josie yanked against Judah’s grip.

Judah turned around in his seat and put the car into gear, still holding her with his right hand.

“Judah!” Simone cried, grabbing for the gear shift between them.

At the same time, Josie threw herself over the console. The flat of her hand smashed into the crook of Judah’s left arm, breaking his grip on the shifter.

“Stop!” Simone got hold of the shifter and slammed the transmission back into park.

“Are you insane?” Josie wedged her knee against the console. She thumped his chest with the heel of her hand, struggling to tear free from his hold. “They’re going to kill him!”

“She’s right. I will kill him,” Fog God said calmly from behind her.

Judah grabbed Josie’s other arm, heedless of the knife wound opening under his burrowing fingers, and pulled her into his lap. “I promised your sister I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

Fog God snorted. “So I kill him and then we attack and eventually we break through all your protective charms, destroy your car, kill you, and then we’ll take Josie and your sister.” Fog God paused as he seemed to think. “Actually, that doesn’t sound half bad.”

“Josie . . .” Simone whimpered. “What do we do?”

Josie’s gaze flicked from the hulking red-gold sandstorm god and the brown-black swamp creature beside him. Then back to Fog God and Beech, whose eyes were rolling back in his head, his complexion turning plum hued.

“I’d say he’s got about thirty seconds,” Fog God said, “and then he’s dead.”

She looked back at Judah, trembling from the tension. She was so close she couldn’t look into both of his eyes at once. Her voice came out in a breathless hush. “Let me go.”

His grip tightened. He pulled her even closer. “No way,” he said through his teeth.

“They’re going to kill him.”

His brow plunged, saying, Let them.

“You have to let go,” she said, prying at his fingers. “It’s the only way. Please.”

“Ten seconds,” Fog God reported. Beech was turning pale. “Maybe less.”

“Judah,” Simone said, “Beech is dying.”

Some thought crossed Judah’s face, like a shadow, but it passed too quickly for her to decipher.

Then he released her.

She scrambled to the open door. “Let him go.”

Fog God’s free hand stretched towards her. In Fog God’s other arm, Beech was slack, eyes closed, lips blue.

“Don’t worry. Judah’s capable of reviving him,” Fog God said, “if he moves quickly enough. Or I could just crush his throat right now.”

“No.” Her fingers slid through the cool breath of the god’s guise and to the summoner’s slender hand beneath. His grip locked around her hand, and he pulled her out of the car, dropping Beech as he spun her around and against him.

Almost instantly, the fog swept over her. The last thing she saw was Simone’s pale face shining with tears. And Judah, finger pointing at his forehead.
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When she emerged she was trembling. Traveling via the air god pathways had been less like flying and more like falling, bringing back painful drowning associations she really didn’t need. At least the trip had been short.

She squinted, eyes aching as they adjusted from the blinding white clouds of the air gods’ pathways to the deep shadows of wherever she’d been brought. Fog God released her.

She tripped on the uneven floor and fell to her hands and knees. Her hands sank into a soft bed of moss. The floor was a tangle of vegetation—thick monstrous roots, decomposing leaf litter, black soil. The air was moist and oxygenated, alive and decaying.

Pushing back to her feet, her first thought was they’d come to the clearing of a forest. Fat, wet-looking tree trunks stood rank and file on either side, tangled with blooming vines and heavy with leaves. High above, branches interlaced, creating a lattice-worked roof. Light peeked through, flat and distant. Amid the chaos of growth, an odd orange circle protruded from one of the trees—the metal rim of a basketball hoop. Then she spied the chrome leg of an overturned chair poking up from a cluster of ferns. In a gap between the trees, a glint of glass. Rectangular rows of windows. She surveyed the clearing again. Not a forest after all. An old building, a school maybe? Overgrown. Or more like, overtaken.

Summoners began to appear around her. Along with Sandstorm and the Swamp Creature, there was an earth god of gold and red prairie grass and another of glistening granite.

As Granite God stomped towards them, the floor began to quake. He stopped moving, but the quaking only intensified.

At the far end of the room, a massive mound heaped with vegetation, like an old compost pile, stirred. Vines slithered away like snakes. Giant shining beetles and worms, the size of Josie’s forearm, were churned up from the pitch-black soil. Creatures tainted by blood sacrifice and godly magic. An iron-tinged stench erupted as the earth moved, stinking worse than a backed-up sewer.

Josie’s stomach lurched. Bile rushed into her throat. As the mound cracked open, something smooth and white rolled towards them, coming to rest in a bed of violets. Rows of bone, half covered in strips of gray and maroon—a ribcage. The head and the legs were gone, but Josie knew a human ribcage when she saw one. As she stared, a pet-sized worm wriggled out of the remains and burrowed into the floor, disappearing.

Josie retched, backpedalling and stumbling into Fog God. His fingers dug into her arms.

“Stiff upper lip, Lady Day,” he said.

Sloughing off dirt and beetles, the earth bitch emerged from the mound, climbing out like a zombie from a grave. Crimson flowers bloomed on her face, then wilted and died, leaving behind black earth, ridden with pink worms, brown beetles, and white maggots. Her eyes were empty pits. Robes of flowers and vines dragged around her, performing the same birth and death cycle as the blooms on her face. Above her, TemperMentals began to form, like nightmares escaping her head.

“Josie,” Earth Mama said in her fractured voice—echoing baritone of the goddess and nasal chirp of the summoner.

Earth Mama opened the rotting trunks that were her arms. Bark peeled away with each movement. Josie backed further into Fog God. She slid through his cool guise, bumping against his chest.

A voice whispered, but she wasn’t sure from where, “This better make her happy.”

Earth Mama’s hands closed around Josie’s wrists. The goddess’s guise was wet, like sinking through mud. Underneath, the summoner’s hands were damp, her fingers, short.

Her hands slid over the gauze on Josie’s arms. “You’re hurt.”

Vines snaked up Josie’s body from the floor, twining around her legs, along her sides, and up her arms. She stiffened, unable to move. The thin tendrils slipped under the gauze, ripping it away.

Earth Mama tsked, turning Josie’s arms so both wounds faced upwards—thin red gashes. “We can’t have that, can we?”

Her fingers dragged over the wounds. Josie gritted her teeth, wincing. The wounds burned and throbbed, but when the earth bitch’s fingers slid away, the wounds were nothing but tight pink scars.

Josie felt like the floor had opened up and swallowed her, which she was a little bit afraid might actually happen. “You can heal?”

“Of course,” Earth Mama said. “I am Mother Earth. I birth life, I heal life, I take life, I consume life.”

“You murdered my mother.”

Earth Mama seemed to grow another few inches. Her voice darkened. “As I said, I take life.”

“Watch it,” Fog God muttered close to Josie’s ear.

“What do you want?” Josie asked.

“From you? All I ask is that you perform the task the gods have sent you here to perform.” Earth Mama’s tone turned light, almost pleasant. “When it turned out you weren’t the Triune, I have to say, I was . . . nonplussed.”

Understatement.

“We had hoped to use your inexperience with the Tripartite to take their mask from you and splinter Death from his enslavement to Life and the Other, bring about the end of the Covenant, allow the gods to seek their justice. So many plans . . . so much work . . .” The dug-up grave that was her face began to churn.

The TemperMentals circling overhead began to whip and dart lower, within reach.

Fog God drew back slightly, bringing her with him. Against her back, she could feel his pulse speed up.

“But then you turned up, and I couldn’t deny the signs, the timing. I knew we had to dispose of the Triune. I thought it was so we could find a way to dissolve the Covenant, but when it spawned a mask-maker, I knew that you had been sent here to assist us in our righteous endeavor. The first mask-maker in 1,971 years.”

Josie swallowed hard. “Has it been that long?”

“Yes, Josie. Aelius the Younger was the last verifiable mask-maker, although there have been assertions that a tribe in China possessed a mask-maker as recently as 1134—complete conjecture. Lacking any physical evidence, we can’t possibly—”

“I’ve got to go, Mom,” Fog God said, like he’d heard this history lesson before.

“Mom?” Josie repeated.

“Yes, yes, go,” Earth Mama said.

Again, Josie heard the whisper,

“Let’s hope Miss Mask-Maker doesn’t piss off Mommie Dearest.”

Fog God let go of Josie, stepping back.

She turned, frowning at him. She’d heard the god speaking to the summoner. Why could she hear him now, when she hadn’t in Brunei, or in the alley? Could she use it to her advantage somehow?

“Wait, my love.” Earth Mama reached out to him, stopping him from translocating as she seemed to touch his face.

Josie sidestepped away from Earth Mama’s decaying stink. Granite God loomed beside her, like she might try to make a break for it, not that she would know where to break to. She didn’t see any doors through the trees. Maybe she could climb up one and out the window, but then what? She had no idea where she was. The bizarre collection of trees weren’t helping her pinpoint her location either.

An enormous ceiba dominated the room, with its flat buttressing roots like the fins of some prehistoric swamp creature. Ceibas she’d seen everywhere from Mexico to India. Directly opposite the ceiba stood a Norway spruce. Tall and erect, deep green and beautifully full, the spruce looked ready for Christmas in Rockefeller Center.

“I am so proud of you,” Earth Mama said to Fog God.

It might’ve been a touching moment, except she was congratulating him for kidnapping Josie.

“I told you it would work,” Fog God said.

“And you were right,” Earth Mama said. “That’s my boy.”

Fog God swirled away. Josie felt an odd pang, like a child being left at a stranger’s house. At least she had some sense of Fog God. She’d dealt with him one-on-one. Earth Mama, on the other hand, was a total wild card.

“Now, Josie dear, tell me,”—Earth Mama turned towards her—“are you interested in ancient Core history? I have quite a collection of masks I would love to show to you.”




Chapter 25

Back Home with Simone
April 8th

THE WALLS STARTED TO quake. Simone clung to Kai as Tessa’s eyes bleached out, totally white. Totally freaky.

Judah, gods love him, ripped off his grounding charm and held it in front of Tessa’s face.

“Tessa, focus,” Judah said. “Breathe.”

For a second, the building continued to shake. The lights flickered. The plastic water pitcher tipped over and spilled across the floor. A cold wind swept through the room. It looked like Tessa would summon the Tripartite in the middle of the hospital, but then her irises returned to their natural color, the trembling stopped, the wind died. Tears welled up in Tessa’s eyes. She buried her face against Judah’s chest, sobbing.

Simone left Kai and picked up the water pitcher, setting it back on the bedside table. She squeezed Tessa’s arm, wishing she had something comforting to say. But what could she say? She glanced at Judah. She’d never seen him so angry—his face looked like it was chiseled from stone, but his eyes were en fuego.

Marc, Josie’s dad, looked like he was about to summon his god too.

“What do we do now?” he asked Simone’s mom. “What do they want with her?”

“They want to use her,” Tessa said, ripping away from Judah. “This is all part of that psycho manifesto that dirty skank sent me.”

“What manifesto?” Marc asked.

Her mom sighed. She had serious raccoon eyes. Simone wondered when she’d last slept.

“A few weeks ago, Tessa received a very detailed scroll from an anonymous source. We assumed it was from the same people who’d killed . . .” Her eyes flicked to Tessa and then back to Marc. “Anyway, it was a rambling environmentalist tirade. Overpopulation, global warming, pollution, genetic modification, rainforest destruction, species extinction . . .” Mom sighed again, deeper this time. Beech grabbed the chair that had fallen and righted it for her. She sank down into it. She gave him a weary smile. “Thanks.”

Beech stepped back. “What’s so crazy about that?” he asked. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

“At the end,” Mom said, “it demanded that Tessa take action against the plague of humanity. It stated that if she didn’t act, namely by exterminating the bulk of the human race, that Mother Earth would rise up and take action herself.”

Judah stood up, slipping his necklace back around his neck. Simone touched his arm, but he didn’t look at her.

“But why take Josie?” Beech asked.

“Girl’s got mad skills,” Kai said from where he was leaning by the door. “Think about it.”

Gretchen had been hovering in the corner behind Beech, clacking her tongue stud against her teeth. She’d met them at the hospital. Simone had called her after Judah had breathed life back into Beech. They’d brought him to the hospital to be checked out, but by the time they’d arrived, he’d refused to go the ER. All he wanted to do was find Josie. Simone wanted that too. She just wished she knew where to start looking.

“They want her to make masks,” Gretchen said.

“They want her to fix the masks they’ve stolen,” Tessa said. “All the recent thefts that have been reported have been ancient masks, all of them damaged and apparently useless.”

Judah’s face turned impossibly harder. “We knew. We knew that’s what they wanted. What they were planning. We should’ve done something.”

“Like what?” Tessa asked. “We did everything we could.” Tessa’s face contorted. “You weren’t supposed to let her out of your sight.”

Judah looked like he’d been gutted.

“It wasn’t his fault,” Simone interjected. “He tried to stop her—”

“It was my fault,” Beech said, his hands scrubbing his face. “She gave herself up to save me.” Gretchen ran her hand down the back of his head in the way only a mom can.

“It wasn’t anybody’s fault,” Simone said. “There wasn’t anything any of us could’ve done.”

“We could’ve let him die,” Judah said under his breath.

Everyone stared at him. Gretchen, angrily. Most everyone else with disbelief.

“He’s got a point,” Kai said.

Simone swiveled towards him, scowling. She loved him, but sometimes he could be so—harsh.

He held up his hands. “What? What do you think they’re going to do with her? They’re going to force her to resurrect a bunch of ancient uber-powerful gods. They’re calling up the Titans.” He folded his arms and leaned back. “Mass destruction and maximum body count. Score one for Mother Earth. So in the big picture, it probably would’ve been better to let him die,”—he notched his thumb towards Beech across the room—“because it sounds like, now, we’re all going to die.”

Simone hated to admit it, but the love of her life was making sense—terrible, horrible sense.

“We have to find her,” Marc said.

“How?” Tessa said.

A thought popped into Simone’s head. “She could—”

Judah grabbed her hand and gave it a sharp yank. She frowned up at him. He looked down at her from the corner of his eye and shook his head.

“She could what?” Tessa asked.

“Nothing . . .” Simone pulled her hand away from Judah’s. Ouchy.

“There has to be something,” Marc said, turning towards Caroline. “Some way to find her.”

Caroline shook her head. “I can’t think of any. Unless she has a locating charm.”

They all looked at Simone.

She shook her head. “She doesn’t have any charms. She wouldn’t take any until . . . . made some for myself.” She sagged, vision blurring as tears came again.

Judah put his arm around her and hugged her to him. She leaned her head against his side. He really was the best brother in the world.

“Even if she did,” Gretchen said, “you’ve got to think they have her locked down. We all saw that earth goddess the other night. She’s no fool. She’ll bury Josie in the deepest darkest hole she can find and put every ounce of power into keeping her there.”

“Whoever this earth goddess is, she shouldn’t have much power left after what she did at the club,” Marc said, still sounding like he was plotting an offensive.

Simone met Judah’s glance. She pulled away from him.

“Josie thought the earth bi—”

Mom’s eyebrow tilted at her. Simone pursed her lips for a second. Her mom thought that swearing was the marker of a lazy mind.

Simone started over. “She thought the goddess must be making human sacrifices.”

Everyone in the room went pale, even paler than they already were.

“She was afraid that that’s why they took Lily,” Simone went on, “because the more powerful the sacrifice . . .” She didn’t feel like she needed to continue. Everyone looked nauseated enough. Her own tummy twerked around inside her, shimmying like a nasty cheerleader.

Marc took off his glasses and ran his hand over his face.

“Gods,” Gretchen breathed, pulling Beech closer to her.

“So there’s nothing we can do?” Beech said. “Is that what we’re saying?”

“I can go to the Fates,” Tessa said.

Marc blanched. “No.”

“Dad, I have to. They have Josie. We have to find her. The Fates can tell us where she is.”

“You’ve never even translocated to the island. Finding the Fates on your own, Tessa . . .” Marc cupped her face in his hands. “You could be lost, forever. I’ve already lost one daughter today. I will not lose another.”

“I can do it, Dad. It’s what Josie would’ve done—”

“Josie. Not you. She knew the Invocation. She spent her entire life preparing—” Marc stepped back from her, gripping the bed rail, bowing his head. “We just got her back.”

All of a sudden, Marc spun around and slammed his fist into the wall. Simone flinched. Marc had always been such an even-tempered guy. It hurt her heart to see him in so much pain.

Mom stood up.

“I think we should all just . . .” Her gaze swept around the room, like it was sweeping them all towards the door.

Gretchen took Beech’s arm and pulled him, reluctantly, out the door. Simone followed, meeting up with Kai. She glanced back. Marc’s shoulders were shaking. Mom had her hand on his back, murmuring to him. Judah and Tessa stared heatedly at each other. Then Judah turned away, propelling Simone and Kai into the hallway.

Beech tugged away from Gretchen and turned back to them. “We have to do something.”

“Like what?” Judah said.

“What about the fire—” Simone started.

“Simone,” Judah interjected, glaring at her in a way he never did. She shrank.

“What about the fire what?” Beech asked.

“Nothing,” Judah said, still looking pointedly at Simone. “There’s nothing we can do.”

He pushed by Beech and Gretchen and left them.

Simone stared after him.

“What were you about to say?” Kai asked softly.

“Nothing.” She let out a heavy breath. “It was nothing.”
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In the middle of the night, Simone found Judah in the back yard.

She shivered, pulling her oversized terrycloth bathrobe tight around her. Kai was crashed out in her room, snoring away. Ever since Russell had moved back home, Kai had been sleeping at her house a lot more often. Not that she minded, but Judah was so on edge these days, she didn’t want Kai inadvertently setting him off.

She slid the glass door open and padded through the wet grass in her slippers to Judah’s side. Kai had been with her all day. Judah had been in the exercise room, his music blaring. The same song, over and over. It didn’t escape her notice that it was the song that had been playing in the car after Josie had almost drowned.

Even though the sky was overcast, the reflected light from the city was enough to see him. His skin looked gray, like ash. He glared at the sky as if he were challenging it to a fight.

“Why wouldn’t you let me tell them about the fire god’s symbol?” she asked. In the quiet of the sleeping neighborhood, her voice sounded brash and too loud. She lowered it. “If Josie draws it on herself again, then he might be able to—”

“We can’t trust them,” he said.

“Who?”

“Any of them,” he said. “Including your boyfriend.”

“Kai? What did Kai do—”

“Nothing, Simone.”

She flinched at his tone.

He glanced over at her, his face softening ever so slightly.

“It’s not that he did anything,” he said. “Or that any of them did anything. But we don’t know. Someone in our tribe is a traitor. We can’t give them any idea that Josie might have a way of contacting . . .” His gaze roved past her, like there might be someone lurking in the elderberry bushes. His voice lowered even more. “It might be her only chance. We can’t risk it.”

“What if she draws his mark and he doesn’t come to her? We thought he was someone in the tribe, but maybe he’s not. If he’s not, then he might not know she’s missing at all. He might ignore her—”

“He won’t ignore her.”

“It sounds like he wasn’t very interested the last time she called,” Simone said, worrying her bracelets, wishing Josie had taken a few. Not that any of the charms Simone knew could’ve protected Josie from being kidnapped or held against her will. Simone needed to start taking her charm-making more seriously, try making some charms with some real oomph. “Maybe he’ll think she’s just being annoying. You know, like when Allison used to call you all the time, before you started dating Tessa? You blocked her number.”

He gave her a grim look. “It’s not the same thing.”

“But if we can’t trust anybody else, how do we know we can trust him? Isn’t that what you’ve been telling Josie the whole time? That she couldn’t trust him? We don’t even know who he is. Maybe he’s working for that earth bitch.”

He half-smiled. “You sound like her.” His smile faded as quickly as it had appeared.

“I’m worried about her,” she said, lip trembling. “You know how stubborn she is. Whatever they want her to do, she won’t do it . . . they’ll hurt her. They might even—”

Judah wrapped his arm around her and hugged her tightly. He was solid and warm. “We’ll find her.”

She wiped her nose with her sleeve and stepped back. “Don’t blame yourself, okay? There wasn’t anything you could’ve done.”

His arms dropped away from her. “I could’ve let Beech die.”

“No, you couldn’t have,” she said.

He crossed his arms, turning his face to the sky. “I wanted to.”

She didn’t take him too seriously. He was just angry that he’d failed. Judah hated to fail.

She stood next to him, tears drying on her cheeks, thinking. “I hope he doesn’t go after her by himself.”

He frowned. “Why?”

“Well, having his symbol on her body allows him to bypass any protective circles guarding her, right? But he could still get caught. They’ll have charms to alert them to intruders, or regular old security cameras and alarms and stuff. If he goes after her alone and gets busted, then what can he do? He might be a super powerful god, but so is that psycho earth goddess. She took out a Triune. If Josie really is the key to her whole crazy plan, then she’s probably going to be pissed if she catches someone trying to steal Josie back.”

Judah continued to gaze upwards. “I guess we’d better hope this Fire Guy has a little sister as smart as you.”

She gave him a weak smile. “Not everyone is so lucky.”

He glanced over at her. “You’re right. They’re not.” He looped his arm around her again and gave her another brief hug. “You should get some sleep.”

“What about you?”

His gaze returned to the sky. It wasn’t like Judah to brood. Normally, he was all plan and action.

She gave his forearm a squeeze. “Tessa will forgive you. She’ll realize it’s not your fault.”

His gaze fell to the ground for a moment and then turned up again.

She touched his arm lightly. “She’ll be okay. We’ll find her.”

He didn’t respond. Simone left him, her heart aching. If Judah didn’t have anything to say, then she knew things were really bad.




Chapter 26

April 9th

VINES SQUEEZED AROUND JOSIE, pinning her arms to her sides.

“It takes time—” Her words were cut short as the living ropes circled, chafing, around her throat.

“You’ll have time, dear,” Earth Mama said. “All the time you need, don’t worry. But only after I’m assured of your good faith. I’m certain you have some notion that if you dawdle long enough, your sister will find a means of rescuing you. Perhaps she has a mind to consult the Fates to locate you. As inept as she’s proven thus far, who knows if she’ll ever be capable of that?”

The vines tightened, making it hard for Josie to breathe. They’d slipped in behind the earth bitch after Josie had spent countless hours staring blankly at the rows and rows of boxes, each containing their own broken face of a god. Eighty-three in all. Earth Mama had been busy.

Although most of the building had been taken over by vegetation—the crumbling walls replaced by trees, the cracked and missing floors filled in with roots and lichen-covered stones, the gaping windows curtained by vines—the mask room had been renovated.

Everything gleamed. The tiled floors, the stainless steel sinks, even the white paint on the walls had a glossy sheen. The air was dry and plastic-smelling. Along one wall ran shelving full of masks. On the opposite wall, supply cabinets. Inside—clay, paper, metal, wood, tools of all shapes, even some that could’ve been used as weapons. But Josie had no opportunity to take one without being noticed. She’d been monitored the whole time.

Two gods stood guard in the room. Two more in the hall. In each corner, small black domes clung to the ceiling like black beetles—cameras. She’d been brought to this room and kept here since leaving Earth Mama’s chamber of compost horrors.

Only after her eyes had started to droop and her stomach had gone from grumbling to sullenly aching had Earth Mama returned.

A trail of rotting sludge smeared across the pristine floors behind the earth bitch. Her trash-heap stench sharpened the dull aches in Josie’s stomach into slicing pains.

“Now I feel like I need to demonstrate to you what happens if another day passes and you do nothing,” Earth Mama said.

The vines suddenly cinched tight. Something in Josie’s chest cracked. She screamed and gasped, almost blacking out. Then she was dropped a foot to the cold tile floor.

She landed in a heap, vision tripled, ears ringing, pain reverberating through her. Every breath felt like a hatchet blow.

“What’s going on?” Fog God sounded annoyed, like he’d been awoken by Josie’s scream of agony.

“What are you doing here?” Earth Mama asked.

“Checking in.”

“Isn’t that a bit risky?” Earth Mama asked.

Josie pushed upright. Her head spun. Tendrils of fog curled cool around her.

“Having problems?” he asked.

“Of course not,” Earth Mama snapped. “We’re just having a chat.”

“A chat that involves bloodcurdling screams at four in the morning?” Fog God said. “Hm.”

“Are you questioning me?” Earth Mama’s guise grew so large her head touched the ceiling.

“That would be stupid of me,” he said.

“Yes, it would.” Earth Mama shrank slightly.

“But you know it’s not going to work, don’t you?” Fog God said. “The torture thing. Not with her.”

“This isn’t torture. It’s aggressive persuasion.”

“Right,” Fog God said. “Persuade her all you want. She won’t bite. And you won’t get your masks repaired.”

“And what would you suggest?”

Josie stared up at the bluish cloud in humanoid form, wondering who was under there and if she knew him. She was almost certain she’d met Earth Mama. The nasal pitch of her voice rang familiar, but then, Josie had met so many people over the years. Her mom had taught her lots of tricks for remembering faces, but she’d never taught Josie any for remembering voices. Josie hadn’t heard any of the other gods speaking to their summoners like she had with the Fog God earlier. She’d been trying, hoping to pick up some clue about her location or some bit of information that might help her escape. But nothing.

“Fix her up, give her something to eat, and let her sleep for a while.” Fog God’s hollow eyes gazed down at her. “In the meantime, I’ll find you some motivation.”
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April 10th

Her jail cell sat right next to the mask room. The cramped cell might’ve once been a storage closet. At least they’d fixed it up. White tile covered the floors, the walls, the ceiling. A camera was mounted in one corner of the ceiling, along with a recessed light and an air vent. She huddled on a plastic blue mat, which besides a fleece blanket and the stainless steel toilet, was the only thing in the room.

Earth Mama hadn’t bothered healing her. Broken ribs, Josie assumed, as lying down was complete misery and breathing was an exercise in endurance. They brought her food:  carrots, sprouts, slices of tomato, radishes. She ate everything. She knew better than to refuse. She needed to eat.

Since she’d arrived, she hadn’t stopped thinking about Judah. Specifically, about the last time she’d seen him—his finger pointing at his forehead. She knew exactly what his signal had meant:  call Fire Guy. But with what?

She searched the room. The light had a glass cover. That could be smashed maybe, if she could reach it. The vent had screws; she could steal those. Both could be used to cut with, but the likelihood that she would be able to reach either of them was low. Even if she could get hold of a screw or a shard of glass, she doubted she’d get a chance to use it before one of her guards caught her and then they’d know she was up to something.

As she sat there, racking her brain for some answer, her body betrayed her and stole her away into sleep.

What seemed a few moments later, but might’ve been hours—no windows, no watch, no phone—Granite God appeared. Beneath his guise, his hands were calloused and thick. He seized her arm and pulled her up. She stumbled after him, gritting her teeth against the explosion of pain in her side.

He shoved her into the mask room where Earth Mama waited, along with Sandstorm, who stood by the door. Behind Earth Mama was a chair. Tied to it was a lanky kid in black, a gag in his mouth, blood running down the side of his head.

Her heart dropped. “Kai.”

His eyes widened when he saw her. Emphatic sounds issued from behind the cloth tied over his mouth.

Earth Mama’s dirt mask had a hollow grin dug into it. “Oh, good. You do know him. I was assured that he was a friend of yours, but one can never tell with you children. So fickle in your friendships. I’d hoped to obtain that perky little girl, what’s her name . . . Simone. But she was unavailable. Still, let’s hope this one will serve our purposes just as well.”

She motioned Granite God forward. He strode past Josie to Kai, grabbed Kai’s hand, and in one quick motion, snapped Kai’s little finger.

An audible crunch echoed through the room. Kai let out a wail behind his gag. His eyes slammed shut as tears spilled over, running through his eyeliner.

Josie winced. Her heart throbbed.

Granite God took the next finger and snapped it too. Kai lurched forward. The chair scraped against the tile with a metallic shriek.

Granite God reached for the next finger.

“No, wait! Stop!” Josie cried, grabbing her side against the pain.

Kai’s head fell back. Tears ran freely down his face. His chest heaved. Tendons strained in his neck.

Earth Mama held up her hand, halting Granite God. “Of course, we’ll stop. All you have to do to save your friend from further pain is to fix a mask.” She swept her branch arm towards the shelves behind her. “Any one will suffice. And if you do, I will gladly heal the both of you. And you will both be treated quite well. And if you don’t—”

Granite God broke Kai’s middle finger. Kai’s body pitched, but he only succeeded in rocking the chair to the side. If Granite God hadn’t been there to grab the chair, Kai probably would’ve fallen over and cracked his head open.

“Okay,” Josie said. “I’ll do it. Okay? Please. Just . . . you don’t have to hurt him anymore.”

Kai’s eyes opened again, reddened and watering. He shook his head vehemently. Even with his gag she could tell he was saying, “No. Don’t.”

He hadn’t seen the half-rotted ribcage in Earth Mama’s compost heap. Josie was more than certain Earth Mama would break every bone in his body and then drain his blood into her god’s maw. And then who would be next? Simone? Beech? Her dad?

She couldn’t stand there and let him be tortured, not if she could stop it.

Besides, if she started working on a mask, she might have a chance to steal something useful.

Josie shuffled over to the shelves. She didn’t have to peruse the selection. One box had been calling to her from the moment she’d stepped into the room. She couldn’t even see it, since it was high up in its cardboard box, but she stepped up to it.

“That one up there,” she said, pointing without extending her arm. “I can’t reach it.”

Granite God left Kai, who was paler than usual, and took the box down for her. He carried it to the long workbench in the middle of the room. Josie followed him slowly.

He removed the lid and stepped aside. Inside was a wooden mask. A large portion of its left cheek was missing. The grain of his face was dark with age. If it hadn’t been the face of a god, the wood probably would have rotted away centuries ago. She let out a painfully deep breath.

“I need . . . . tropical hardwood,” she said, looking over at the cabinets of tools and supplies. “Central American, if you have it . . .” —she leaned against the table—“um, bocote, would be best.”

Granite God stood there, looking like . . . well . . . granite. “Uh—”

“Bocote?” Earth Mama said in a honey-drenched voice. “As you wish, dear.”

Earth Mama plunged her hands into her stomach. A squelching, sucking sound filled the room. Kai went green around the edges. Sweat dappled his face.

A moment later, Earth Mama pulled a chunk of dark, striped wood from within her guise, like she’d reached into a tree and scooped out a fistful of wood flesh. She set it down on the stainless steel table next to the box. Red-gold goo slid down the sides—sap.

“Will that do?”

Josie wanted to puke. “Yeah.”

“Oh, yes,” Earth Mama said, seeming to peer down at the mask. “He will do for a start. For a start.” Her plump fingers slid against Josie’s side. Josie tensed and grimaced as the pain redoubled under the pressure of her hands. “Allow me to thank you in advance.”

“Wait, no. If you’re going to heal someone, heal Kai,” Josie said, sidling away from Earth Mama’s fetid stench. “Please.”

The open pits of the goddess’s eyes widened. “You are more like Melinda than I realized. Your mother always had such a martyr complex. But don’t worry, dear, I can heal both of you, quite easily.”

She planted her hand against Josie’s side. It was like she’d reached into Josie’s body and wrenched open her chest. Josie’s head swam, and then she passed out.




Chapter 27

April 11th
Three Days Later

JOSIE’S HANDS ACHED. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed. Days maybe. More like a day, probably. She had a sense, from the way her body was moving, like it was suspended in slowly hardening concrete, that it was very early in the morning.

She was covered in wood dust and shavings, glue still on her fingers.

Before she could set the repaired mask down on the table, Earth Mama swept it up.

“He’s beautiful,” she gushed, like he was a newborn baby. And he was beautiful.

The intricate swirls carved into his mask gleamed as if fresh cut. In fact, all she’d done was carve a replacement piece for his cheek and glued it in. But there was no sign that there had ever been a crack. The moment she’d fitted the new piece in, the mask had fused together. The new patterns matched up with the old flawlessly. Josie might’ve been pleased with her success, if she didn’t feel like she was going to be sick.

She glanced over at Kai. He’d been gone when she’d come to. They’d brought him back a few hours ago, still tied up, still gagged, but looking better. At least his fingers seemed to be healed. As she worked, he watched her dully, slumped in his chair, looking as hopeless as she felt.

She’d quickly realized, once she’d started working, that someone was going to be standing over her shoulder at all times. Even when she went to the bathroom someone watched her, like she might flush a message down the drain to Tessa. In fact, that was one of the ways to reach the Triune—send it by water, burn it, bury it, or send it on the wind. But she didn’t have any paper or anything she could write with, and she could tell that they were watching every tool she touched, accounting for it.

As she chiseled away at the wood with palm tools, she ached to slip one into her pocket, but she knew she would be caught if she tried. They were sure to search her before they let her leave the mask room.

Things were looking bleaker by the second.

She gazed at Kai. He stared back at her. His eyes blank and circled in dark shadows.

As Earth Mama admired her newest minion, Josie slid off the stool. “May I speak to him?”

Earth Mama lowered the mask. Sandstorm was with them now. The constant rasping of his guise was enough to drive her crazy, if being irritated would’ve done her any good, which it didn’t.

“Why not?” Earth Mama said. “Mother Earth is generous. Go ahead. But don’t dawdle. You have plenty of work to do.”

Josie hesitated, wondering if Earth Mama would change her mind at the last minute, but she was caressing the mask again. Josie hurried over to the Kai.

She untied the knot of his gag and let it fall free. He licked his cracked lips. She crouched in front of him.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He made a face at her.

“Sorry,” she said. “Stupid question.”

She went to the sink and filled the steel cup there with water, taking it to him. All the time, she could feel Sandstorm tracking her movements. By the door was a water goddess, covered in blue-green algae. The whirlpools of her eyes stayed fixed on Kai. Josie tipped the cup to Kai’s lips.

“Thanks,” he said after emptying the cup.

“What happened?” Josie asked in a whisper, though she knew nothing they said was private.

“Fog Dude and his brute squad ambushed me,” Kai said, his voice an even lower hush. “I was on my way home from Simone’s.”

“How is Simone?”

His eyes flickered, pained. “How do you think?”

Josie sagged.

“Everybody’s going apeshit,” he said. “You went missing. The Past Eye is missing. Have you seen her?”

Josie’s mind flashed to the ribcage in Earth Mama’s bed of death. “No.”

“Now I’m missing,”—he snorted—“but I doubt anybody’s noticed that.”

She touched his hand, the one that hadn’t been broken. “Simone will have noticed.”

His shoulders sagged. “She’ll be freaking. She already was after what happened to you. Your sister wanted to go the Fates,” he said, lowering his voice even more, “but your dad talked her out of it.”

“Good,” she said. “She doesn’t know the Invocation. She would be killed attempting it.”

“But weren’t you going to send her to them?”

“Yeah, but I know the ritual.”

“You don’t think she’ll try anyway?”

“I don’t know,” Josie said, glancing over at Earth Mama, who was having Sandstorm pull down a few other masks. She wanted to cry, but she still couldn’t. She wondered if she’d ever be able to cry again.

She turned back to him. “How’s Beech?”

“Alive.”

She let out another long-held breath.

“He was ready to storm the castle,” Kai said. “Too bad he doesn’t know where it is. Do you know where we are?”

She shook her head.

“Judah’s gone off the deep end too,” Kai said. “He was acting extra crazy, probably from having to give Beech mouth-to-mouth.”

She almost laughed. She gazed up at Kai, his long dark eyes and hard jaw. “You’re not my Fire Guy, are you?”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” he said with a weak side-smile.

“Actually, I’m relieved,” she said. “I’m sorry that you got involved in this.”

“Not like I had any choice,” he said. “You think Simone was going to let me sit on the sidelines while her BFF is MIA? No way. If not for Judah, she’d probably be the one tied to this chair. He’s got her on lockdown.”

“Good,” Josie said. “I don’t want anyone else to be hurt.”

“So you’re just going to build them an army?”

“What other choice do I have?”

“None that I know of.” He raised his eyebrow, like he was asking her if she did have another choice.

She glanced over her shoulder again. Earth Mama had arranged about a dozen boxes on the counter, like a bride picking out china patterns.

“Maybe,” she murmured.

“What—”

She shook her head and then stood up and hugged him. When she pulled back, he looked as surprised as she felt.

“If saving your life means building them an army,” she said, “then that’s what I’ll do.”
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April 11th

She huddled under her blanket. She’d had to beg for a chance to sleep.

After Earth Mama had grown twice her usual size and sent her TemperMentals swirling around Josie to search for any tools she might’ve stolen, she’d allowed Sandstorm to push Josie back into her closet. The light overhead had dimmed, but hadn’t gone out completely. The dark eye of the camera had trained on her as she curled into the corner, resting her forehead on her knees.

She had to find a way to get the fire god’s symbol on her body, somehow. If she couldn’t draw it, she’d have to cut it in. She knew what that would mean—having his symbol scarred into her skin would enable him to control her forever, unless he released her—but she didn’t have any other choice. She had tried pressing her fingernails into her skin, but they were too short to be of any use. Again she thought about the glass covering the light, or the screws in the vent. But they would see her. They would stop her.

She moved onto her side, facing the wall. The pain in her ribs remained, more of a deep ache now than the stabbing agony of earlier. That bitch could heal. Healing was a forbidden practice, just like human sacrifice. And now Josie was building her an army of ancient gods.

The tree god Josie had repaired had been old. Really old. She wasn’t even sure what kind of wood his original mask had been made from. Bocote had just been the closest thing she could think of. It seemed to have worked though. Once he was summoned . . . well, no one would doubt the power of a tree after that.

After him, she’d repaired three more—two more earth gods and a water god. They’d been easy. Too easy. She’d tried to stall, but every time she stopped working, Granite God or Sandstorm turned up, breathing down her neck. She had three more masks waiting for her, in various stages of repair. Once the plaster was dried for the molds, they would be done in a few hours. They were old too, powerful—just like the tree god, just like the fire god. And now, they were Earth Mama’s. 

This was so bad.

She bent her elbow under her head. She stank. She wondered if there was a shower somewhere, or if Earth Mama would refuse to let Josie bathe on principle. After all, the woman napped in a pile of compost.

She shifted, trying to get comfortable on a mat that was not built for comfort. Something scratched at her neck. She grabbed for it. Images of giant beetles and bloated maggots flashed through her mind. Her fingers touched on something smooth and hard caught in her hair.

She pulled it out. A splinter of wood.

She curled it away in her hand, holding it close to her chest.

After a few minutes, when no one appeared to take it from her, she could only assume they hadn’t noticed. Not that they would expect her to carve a god’s symbol onto her body anyway, not unless she was planning on sacrificing herself to him. It wasn’t common for summoners to know a specific god’s symbol, unless they were in possession of that god. But she wasn’t a summoner. And she did know a god’s symbol. The fire god’s symbol.

She ran her finger over the splinter. No bigger than a toothpick. One end was ragged, but the other had a cleaner, sharper edge—sharp enough to get the job done.

Her heart quickened. Wherever she put it, the symbol needed to be hidden. She would bleed.

Her first thought was to cut into her foot, where her socks and sneakers would cover the evidence. But it would draw attention if she took off her shoes and socks and then sat huddled over her foot to work. The splinter was slender and would require a lot of pressure to break the skin. She couldn’t risk snapping it before the symbol was completed.

After debating where the best place might be, she made up her mind to carve it just below her navel, hoping her underwear and jeans would obscure any blood.

Slowly, she unbuttoned her jeans and pushed the waistband down slightly.

Closing her eyes, she imagined the symbol. It leapt to her inner eye, flickering in cobalt flame. In the soft flesh just inside her hip and below her waistband, she pressed the splinter in until it hurt and then a little bit further. It had to be deep enough. It couldn’t be a scratch that would fade. If there was blood, he wouldn’t be able to ignore it. He couldn’t.

She hoped.

Painstakingly, she began to carve his symbol into her skin.




Chapter 28

Getting Antsy with Simone
April 12th
The Next Day

“JUDAH!”

She tripped and almost went head over heels down the basement steps. Worse, she almost dropped her phone. Catching the railing, she took a second to compose herself. Then, clutching the phone to her chest, she walked carefully down the last three steps to Judah’s bedroom door.

Before she raised her fist to knock, he opened the door. Even though it was hardly dawn, he was freshly showered, his hair sculpted in careless waves.

“Simone?”

“Look! Look!” She shoved the phone into his face.

He leaned back and took the phone from her, scowling at the message she’d received shortly before—a long series of numbers.

“What—”

“Coordinates, Judah. GPS coordinates,” she said. “He sent them. He sent them to me.” She tapped the screen again and pulled up the location, then turned the map to him. “It’s not even that far away.”

He took the phone from her again. “How do you know—”

“It has to be. The number that sent it to me came up as unavailable, but it has to be.”

He ran his thumb over the phone. “It could be trick. It could be a trap.”

“Or it could be her,” Simone said. “It has to be her.”

He tapped the phone a few times. His own phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at it.

“Okay,” he said, handing the phone back to her. “I’m going. Don’t do anything while I’m gone. Don’t call anyone. Not Mom. Not Kai. Got it? If I’m not back in half an hour, then call Mom, but no one else.”

She squeezed her phone between her hands. “Half an hour?”

His left hand disappeared from view, when it returned, he had the mask of his air god in his hand. A fragile-looking piece of wood, delicate feathers carved into the pale surface.

“I can’t translocate directly there, Simone. It might be a trap. I’ll get as close as I think is safe and try to determine what we’re dealing with first.”

She sagged. “That sounds reasonable.”

“In the meantime,” he said, “go back to your room and finish whatever charms you’ve been slaving over for the last two days. We might actually need them.”

He put the mask to his face and vanished.
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Simone returned to her room.

She sat at her craft table and pulled her lighted magnifier back over the crystal she’d been etching.

The lines in the clear stone were thin and opaque, tightly woven together. Yesterday, she’d snuck into her mom’s “secret” cabinet. Long ago, her mom had shown her the book containing their tribe’s most powerful charms. One day, her mom had said, you’ll be able to produce them.

Judah had told their mom that she should keep the book in her stash, with her mask, but their mom had claimed that wasn’t safe enough. Her ring could be stolen and the tribe’s charm book with it. Later, Simone had seen Judah sneak into their mom’s room and had busted him with the charm book. He was horrified. Judah didn’t normally break the rules, but he also couldn’t resist a challenge. He did it, he’d said, just to see if he could. Simone had believed him. It was just so Judah.

Still, she’d threatened to rat him out unless he showed her how to access the hidden panel and bypass all the charms protecting it. Actually, it had turned out to be pretty simple. The key, as with all charms, was intent. So long as her intent wasn’t malicious towards her tribe, all she needed were the right words, which Judah had provided, and the panel would pop right open. Their tribe’s most powerful charms, hers, if she could channel them.

At the moment, her mom was scouring the state for Lily, so Simone had taken it upon herself to decide that now was the time for her to attempt to produce one of the charms. If she succeeded, the charm would allow the wearer to slip by almost any protection spell, unharmed and unnoticed, like a ghost.

She rubbed her aching shoulders, put on her safety glasses, and picked up her etching tool. She wasn’t used to working in crystal. For whatever reason, her power seemed to channel best into plastic—an irony since she generally avoided plastics unless they were recycled and recyclable—but this charm was too powerful to put into plastic. She was sure that if she tried to carve it into one of her usual plastic beads, it would end up a melted mess all over her desk.

Taking a deep breath, she gazed up at the mandala on her wall for a few moments, clearing her head. Then she focused on the charm’s symbol. It formed in her mind. Lines rolled out as if written by an invisible hand.

Invisible. Good word. The right word to focus her intent on.

The lines flickered in her mind, turning ghostly translucent. She hung onto that word—invisible. She switched on the engraving tool and began working. The symbols and the intent were just two parts of the whole. To finish it, she’d need to know who would use the crystal.

When she turned off the engraver and sat back, pushing the glasses on top of her head, it took her a moment to realize Judah was standing in the doorway. She jumped off her chair.

“Well?”

He licked his lips. His eyes were brighter than she’d ever seen them—blazing.

“I knew it!” She whipped off her glasses and tossed them onto her bed. “What did you see? Did you see her?”

He shook his head. “It’s pretty far off the radar. I couldn’t get too close, even in the air. Might’ve been an asylum or something, back in the day.” He ran his hand over his mouth. “Most of it’s overgrown, but not with native species.”

“You mean like an earth goddess has been cultivating an exotic garden there?”

He nodded. “But I could see a newer truck outside. And solar panels. I brushed up against a couple protection circles. I could feel them. Hopefully, no one noticed.”

A giddy rush fountained up inside of her. She bounced on her toes, her hands clasped tightly at her chest. “Josie’s there. We found her. What do we do now?”

“What are you working on?” he asked.

She spun around, having completely forgotten about the crystal in those few seconds. “If it works? Invisibility charm. It should let someone sneak through protective circles.”

He gazed in that intense way he had when he was thinking deeply.

“We need to decide whom we can trust,” he said.

“What about Josie’s Fire Guy? Shouldn’t we try to get a hold of him?”

“We don’t have time to stand around in a protective circle waiting for him.”

Simone glanced around her room. “I do.”

“Fine, you call him. I’m not waiting.” He turned and started down the hall.

She chased after him. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to call Tessa and Mom. I’m fairly certain they’re on our side.” He started down the stairs. She followed close at his heels.

“What about Beech? He’ll want to help.”

Judah stopped at the bottom of the steps. “I don’t trust him.”

“You think they would’ve almost killed him if he was in on it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Whatever you’re planning you’re going to need help and—”

The doorbell chimed.

Judah frowned and went to it, peering through the glass panels across the top. His frown deepened as he pulled open the door.

Simone peeked around him. “Russell?”

Russell pushed back the hood of his parka. Behind him, the streets were wet and gray. Russell and Judah dueled with dark looks for a moment.

“Is Kai here?” he asked dully.

She frowned. “No.”

A crease appeared in his forehead. “Do you know where he is?”

She came forward, standing between Judah and Russell, uncomfortable as she felt being caught in the midst of that tension storm.

“No. Why?”

“We haven’t seen him for a while. Mom tried calling him, but he’s not answering. I told her I’d stop by on my way to the gym and check on him.”

That wasn’t unusual. Kai ignored his mom’s calls all the time. She fished her own phone out of her pocket and called him. It rang and rang and rang, then went to voicemail.

She hung up. Kai never ignored her calls. Not unless he was sleeping, in band practice, or in the shower, and he’d even been known to interrupt all three of those things for her.

“He didn’t answer.” Her heart started to pick up speed.

“When was the last time you talked to him?” Judah asked.

She thought back. “What day is it?”

Judah and Russell both gave her a not-very-nice look.

“Well, things have been crazy, and I haven’t been sleeping,” she said with a huff.

“Friday,” Judah said.

“Josie disappeared Sunday and then we came back here . . .” She dug her hands into her hair. “Tuesday.” Her heart stopped. She looked up at Judah. “I haven’t talked to him since Tuesday afternoon, since he left here. Oh my gods.”

She punched her phone’s screen again, scrolling through the calls and messages. In fact, his last message was from even earlier than Tuesday because he’d been with her since they’d left the hospital after Josie’s disappearance. He’d left Tuesday afternoon and said he’d call her later. But she’d passed out and when she’d woken up, she’d been so intent on the charm that she’d completely forgotten about him. She’d been about to text him when the GPS coordinates had showed up.

“Judah . . .”

He put his hand on her shoulder. “Try calling him again.”

She did. He still wasn’t picking up. Now her heart was jerking like a noose had been cinched around it.

Russell was on his phone too.

She tried calling his bandmates. No one was happy to be awakened, and no one had seen Kai for days.

When she finally got off the phone, she couldn’t breathe.

Judah sat her down and looked her in the eye. “It’s okay. Slow down,” he said. “We’ll find him.”

At some point, Russell had come inside, closing the door behind him. He’d been calling everyone he could think of too, but no one knew anything.

“You think he ran away?” Russell asked, his jacket dripping puddles on the floor.

“No,” Simone snapped. “He wouldn’t leave without telling me.” She clawed at her pajama pants. “Oh my gods. They took him. They kidnapped him, just like they did Lily.”

Russell and Judah wore similar skeptical expressions.

“Why would they do that?” Judah asked, trying to sound reasonable.

“I don’t know.” Her mind pedaled faster and faster. “Maybe they needed more sacrifices, or maybe they wanted to hold him for ransom or something—”

Russell shoved his hands into his pockets, looking even more skeptical, but Judah’s face was slowly changing. He stood up from where he’d been crouched in front of her.

“What?” she asked, jumping up and grabbing his arm. “What are you thinking?”

He glanced over at Russell. They had a long-standing alpha male thing going on that Simone found stupid most of the time, especially when they couldn’t seem to help themselves even in times of total emergency, like when her best friend and her boyfriend had been kidnapped by supervillains.

“Maybe they did take him,” Judah said.

Her insides were overheated plastic goo. “They’re going to kill him, aren’t they?”

“Not if Josie does what they want her to do,” Judah said softly.

Simone’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my gods, you’re right. I told you she wouldn’t help them willingly.”

Judah nodded. “They needed someone to motivate her.”

“I heard about Josie’s disappearance,” Russell said. “But you really think that rogue earth goddess took her?”

“We know she did,” Simone said, more sharply than she knew she was capable of. “We were there.”

Russell looked taken aback. “Why would they want her?”

“Why do you think? You saw what she did. You saw her repair that fire god’s mask. You saw what happened at the club the other night, didn’t you?”

His face hardened. “I was there—”

“Did you know they did all of that just to get Josie?” Simone asked.

His arms dug deeper into his jean pockets. “I heard something—”

“I know what everybody’s been saying about Josie. But they’re wrong. She’s not a liar—”

Russell frowned. “I never said she was.”

“Josie doesn’t care about herself at all, which is totally why they had to kidnap Kai. Because she’d rather die than help that earth bitch, and she would too. The only way they’d get her to do anything would be by threatening to hurt someone else. That’s how they got her to go with them in the first place.” Her hand squeezed around her phone. She wanted to throw it, but stopped herself. Kai might contact her. Maybe. Please. Somehow.

“And it’ll work again,” Judah said grimly. “She won’t let them hurt Kai.”

Tears ran down Simone’s cheeks. “I know,” she said, looking back at her phone. “We have to do something. Now.”

“But I don’t understand why—” Russell started.

Just then, the back door opened. A moment later, their mom appeared, looking ragged and bleary-eyed. She dropped her hobo bag on the dining room table.

“What’s going on?”

Simone went to her. “Kai’s missing.”

“What?” Caroline wrapped her arms around Simone, holding her tight. Simone buried her face in her mom’s powdery clean smell. Nobody smelled better than Mom in times of crisis—except maybe Kai. He smelled like comic book ink and espresso and that indefinable boy smell that was all Kai and all hers.

She sobbed.

“We think they took him to . . . motivate Josie,” Judah said.

“When did this happen? Why wasn’t I—”

“We just realized,” Judah said. “Russell came, thinking Kai was here.”

“But he’s not.” Simone buried her face against her mom’s chest. “He’s not. And now they have him tied up in that old—”

“Simone!” Judah barked.

Simone choked up, biting her lips inwards. “Sorry.”

Caroline pulled Simone away from her. “Tied up where?”

“Not now, Mom,” Judah said in a low voice.

“Wait a minute,” Russell said, face sharp as vampire teeth. “If you know where my brother is, you’d better tell me.”

Judah sneered. “Don’t act like you give a shit about him—”

“Shut your face—”

“Stop this instant!” Caroline said, stepping forward.

Judah and Russell continued to posture at each other. They’d had a truce for a couple of years, but they’d been known to fight before, especially after Judah had lost that mask to Russell in the trials. Everyone knew Russell had cheated.

“Judah, if you know something about Kai’s whereabouts, you will tell me right now.”

“Mom, we don’t know—”

“I said right now!”

Judah’s lips parted and then closed. If Simone hadn’t been rooted to the floor by shock, she would’ve turned and run from the room. She had never seen Judah defy their mom openly. Ever.

Mom’s face went slack and white, like she’d been slapped by Judah’s defiant silence. And then a beet-red flush started to creep up her neck.

“I got a message,” Simone blurted out.

“Simone—” Normally, a growl like that from Judah would’ve stopped her dead.

“A message about what?” Russell demanded.

“Simone, stop talking—”

“But Kai—”

Judah turned and opened the door. “Get out,” he said to Russell.

“If you know something about where my brother is—”

“We don’t know anything,” Judah said. “My sister’s just upset. If we hear anything, we’ll let you know.”

Russell and Judah glared at each other for a long moment. Finally, Russell turned and left.

Caroline held up her hands. “All right. Neither of you is leaving this room until I have heard everything there is to hear.” She crossed her arms. “So start talking.”




Chapter 29

April 12th

“WHAT’S WRONG WITH HER?” Earth Mama’s voice was distant, yet piercing.

“She has a fever.”

“I know she has a fever! Why do you think I brought you in here?”

“I looked her over. It’s likely just a virus.”

“Isn’t there something you can do? You are a doctor, aren’t you?”

“I could try to bring the fever down, but she should be fine. Fluids, rest, the usual. We have to let it run its course. It is flu season, you know. All part of the natural order.”

“Don’t give me that—” Earth Mama sounded on the verge of tearing her roots out. “Get out of here before I do something we’ll both regret.”

Josie cracked open her eyes. The room was too white—even with Earth Mama overshadowing it. Her stink almost made Josie puke.

“Can you hear me?” Earth Mama demanded.

“Yeah,” Josie said, her mouth was full of slime. How long had she been asleep? She was soaked with sweat.

“Did you hear what the doctor said?”

“Yeah.” She rolled over on to her side. Earth Mama’s mud face became clearer. “Can’t you heal me?”

Earth Mama seemed to shrink. “I tried. Apparently, my healing powers aren’t useful against the flu.” She let out a low grumble. “We’ll have to wait it out.” She went to the door, stopping and looking back at Josie. “Feel . . . better.” As she stepped out, she started barking orders. “Get in there, clean it up. Bring her water, whatever she needs.”

The door slammed shut. Josie fell back into a fevered sleep.
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April 13th

She woke to a cool damp cloth dabbing gently against her forehead. She squinted through the fever haze at a figure leaning over her. Her throat ached.

“Kai?”

He gave her a side-smile. “How are you feeling?”

Her tongue ran over the roof of her mouth like sandpaper across sun-scorched brick. “Once I was in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, in June, and I discovered that asphalt has a liquid state.”

“So . . . you’re good then?”

“I feel like asphalt in Dhahran in June.”

“Can you sit up?”

He put a hand on her back and helped her. Once she was upright, he gave her a steel water bottle. Against her palms, the metal felt like ice. She took a long drink and then another.

“Not too fast,” he said. “You haven’t eaten for a while.”

A small ripple of embarrassment passed through her. Having her best friend’s boyfriend tend to her was a bit awkward.

She wiped her mouth. “How long?”

“I don’t know. It’s hard to tell around here. A day?” He hooked his arms around his legs. She set the bottle aside and leaned back against the wall. So cool. She let out a sigh.

“I can’t believe they let you in here,” she said.

“I think they got tired of taking care of you,” he said. “Since I’m not doing anything useful while you’re down for the count, I guess they figured . . .” He shrugged.

She nodded. She vaguely remembered Algae Goddess helping her to the toilet at some point. Her heart stopped, thinking of the fire god’s mark. Had Algae Goddess noticed?

Her fingers pressed against the burning spot near her hip. A dizzying wave of heat passed through her. Was that why she had this fever? Because of Fire Guy? Or had the wood she’d used been toxic? Maybe the wound was infected.

“Are you going to puke?” Kai asked.

She grimaced. “I don’t think so. How are you?”

“I’m fine. Since you repaired those masks, the Earth Goddess has been ignoring me.” He waggled his fingers, the ones that had been broken. They only looked slightly off-color now, violet-hued. “So long as I can still manage the power chords, I’ll survive,” he said. “But I don’t think she’s going to be patient about you getting back to work.”

“Does she seem familiar to you?”

He frowned. “No. Do you think you know her?”

Her gaze flicked over to the camera. “I’ve met just about every summoner worth knowing.”

“Don’t worry about them,” he said, tracking her gaze. “They had me stashed in the security room for a while. I heard that sand guy say one of the Earth Goddess’s pet plants took out the audio cord. They should’ve gone wireless.”

“It doesn’t matter. I still don’t know who she is,” she said.

“Not that it matters,” he said. “Who would we tell if we did know? From what I can see they’ve got us locked up tight.”

She struggled to focus on him, but her vision kept wavering, like the rippling heat waves over the broad highways in Dhahran. “So you’re just giving up?”

“I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

A dry chuckle escaped her lips.

“Actually,” he said, “some of the summoners have been talking to me, explaining why they’re behind the dirt queen and . . .”

Her eyes narrowed. “And what?”

“And some of what they say makes sense,” he said.

She stared at him. “You’re joking.”

He held up his hands. “Hey, you know what they say, know your enemy, or for every victory, also suffer defeat.”

“Who says that?”

“Sun Tzu, The Art of War.”

“Been prepping for battle, have you, lover?”

He side-smiled. “I read. You know, for the pleasure.”

“And what have you learned about our enemy?”

“That she’s a crazy bitch.”

“I could’ve told you that.”

“And she’s got more followers than you might realize,” he said. “I’ve counted thirty separate summoners. Those are just the ones I’ve seen.”

She shook her head. “How could they be following her? Don’t they know she murdered my mom? Don’t they know she’s been sacrificing people?”

“It’s war for them, Josie. They’re not messing around. They want people to die. A lot of people. That’s the whole point.”

She thought back to what Fog God had said about choosing sides.

Kai went on, “They think the planet is out of whack. Too many people. Too much civilization. You know, since the ancient gods have all pretty much disappeared, there’s not the kind of mass destruction there used to be. Humans have adapted. Technology, medicine, all that. It’s allowed a lot of people to create a whole lot of other people, and they’re like a freakin’ plague. This earth goddess thinks she is Mother Earth. And she’s pissed. You’ve got to admit, she might have good reason.”

“She’s not Mother Earth.”

“No shit. But you’ve been all over. You can’t tell me the tribes haven’t been complaining about this forever—pollution, overpopulation, deforestation, you name it. Are you really surprised that some folks in the family turned militant?”

She let her head fall back. He was right.

One of the primary complaints, wherever her mom had gone, was about the environment. Rivers disappearing, land disappearing, animals disappearing. Poison in the air, the water, the food. And he was also right that there were always a handful of Core members who wanted to take action—violent action. That’s why her mom had gone to Dhahran. A few Core members had worked their way into the oil company there. They’d basically been ecoterrorists. Instead of bombs, they’d planned on ripping the place apart with their gods. Her mom had gone to warn them to clear out, or else.

They’d cleared out.

“They may have a few good talking points,” she said, “but they killed my mother. Nothing they say is of any interest to me. And beyond my personal feelings, they also murdered the Triune. According to the Covenant, their souls will be consigned to Oblivion. So however justified they feel, however happy their gods are to get a little vengeance on behalf of Mother Earth, at the end of the day, they’re all fucked. And they deserve it.”

He lofted an eyebrow at her. “Sounding pretty militant yourself.”

She held her hand out for the rag. He passed it to her. She wiped down her forehead and her neck.

“Maybe,” he said after a moment of watching her, “they’re thinking about destroying the Covenant too.”

She stopped sponging away the sweat, fixing on him again.

He tilted his head. “I heard some talk about how the original plan, you know, murdering your mother, was all about getting hold of the mask of the Tripartite and freeing Death.”

“Yeah, she mentioned something about that to me too,” Josie said, “but it’s not possible.”

“Sure about that?”

She scowled. The Triune could destroy a mask with the help of the Tripartite, which was surely how some of the masks in Earth Mama’s collection had been broken. But many of them had been destroyed in battles with other summoners, usually ones involving divine weapons. Earth Mama certainly had some tools of the gods—the time bender, whatever she was using to blind the Eye, and . . . the sword. Was the sword capable of destroying the mask of the Tripartite?

“If the Tripartite is dissolved,” Kai went on, “wouldn’t that dissolve the Covenant too?”

Her hands fell to the mat. “Kuso—”

He smirked. “You like anime?”

“How did you know that?”

“That’s where everyone I know learned how to swear in Japanese.”

“I’m actually fairly fluent.”

“Oh yeah?”

“In more than a few languages.”

“You don’t act like it.”

“Act like what?”

He shrugged.

“A nerd?”

“I was thinking pretentious know-it-all.”

“No? How do I act?”

“Like a hardass know-it-all.”

“Do I really?”

He reached out and took the rag from her, dumping more water on it from the bottle and handing it back to her. Cool rivulets ran over her wrists. A grateful breath escaped her.

“Honestly,” he said, “you seem pretty lost most of the time.”

She brought the rag to her face, pressing it to her eyes. They ached, like a parched throat.

“Is it that obvious?”

“Not at all.”

She peeked up, meeting his calm dark eyes.

“I just happen to be extremely sensitive,” he said, half-smiling. “Did you not notice the eyeliner?”

She scooted over to a cooler patch of tile. “I love anime.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Naruto probably saved thirteen-year-old Josie’s life.”

“Ooo, angsty, were you? Better question. How much eyeliner did you wear?”

“You’re kind of funny.”

“Don’t forget darkly handsome and musically gifted.”

“How could I?”

“Naruto, huh? Why are you forcing me to like you?”

“Sorry.”

He shrugged. “It’s all right.”

“I’m going to get us out of here,” she said.

He eyed her. “You sound pretty sure of that.”

“I am sure.”

“You have a plan?”

She dropped her head back against the wall. Her vision swam. She closed her eyes as the room began to ripple and bend around her. “Not exactly.”

He touched her knee lightly. “Don’t do anything stupid, Josie. Okay? It’s not worth it.”

“You think they’re going to keep us here like this forever? We have to get out. Eventually, they’re going to kill us.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “You’re the Triune’s sister. If war is coming, then having a prisoner like you to use as a bargaining chip might not be such a bad idea.”

“Sun Tzu again?”

“Common sense.”

“And what about you?”

He shrugged again.

“Aren’t you worried?” she asked.

“How would that help?”

She pressed the rag to her forehead again, but it had grown warm in her hand and didn’t offer any relief. “You sound like my mom.”

A dark pulse of silence filled the tiny room.

“I’m sorry about your mom, Josie.”

“Yeah—” She swallowed roughly and tried to fix on him. The edges of his lean body seemed warped, rippling. Gods, this couldn’t be good. What was wrong with her? Could it be just a run-of-the-mill fever? Somehow, she doubted it. Was Fire Guy doing this to her? Punishing her for bugging him when she’d said she wouldn’t? Maybe he didn’t realize she’d been kidnapped. Maybe he just thought she was some pathetic teenaged girl begging for attention.

“You know something about it, don’t you?” she asked. “You’re a foster kid.”

“I guess. My dad died before I was born. My mom had issues. She bailed.”

“That’s terrible.”

“I’m over it.”

“Really?”

“Nah.” He took the rag from her again, wetting it and then placing it back in her hand. “You never really get over it. You deal with it, accept it, get on with it. But it’s always there, pissing you off.”

Swabbing the rag against her neck, the walls continued trembling around her, as if it was the room melting and not her. But then, her world had been melting for a long time. Starting the day her mom had been murdered, the day her mom’s blood had spilled across the floor in Brunei, everything Josie had thought was real and solid had fallen apart and flowed away like her blood.

She’d been trying so hard to hold onto to what she’d learned, to who she thought she was supposed to be, but it didn’t seem to be working anymore.

When all else fails, Josie, her mom had said, there’s you. 

When Josie had been heir to the Triune, those words had made sense to her. Now she wasn’t sure what to do with them. Or what to do at all.

She may not have known what was right, but she knew what was wrong. Letting Kai die here was definitely wrong. She couldn’t let it happen. She wouldn’t.

He raked his hands back through his hair. The black clumps stuck up like a crown’s broken rays. On his fingers, even the bruised ones, he still wore his rings.

“Why didn’t they take your rings?” she asked.

“They did. Then they realized my tribe didn’t grant me any masks, and they gave my rings back. Courteous, don’t you think?”

Her voice dropped low. “But you’ve passed the first trials. You can summon a god . . . can’t you?” Meaning, if she could get a mask into his hands, would he be able to use it?

His eyes narrowed. “Did I mention I’m a lover, not a fighter?”

“Once upon a time, a boy named Kai was kidnapped by a psycho bitch set on destroying humanity. Do you know how that story ends?”

“Once upon a time, a girl named Josie tried to escape a psycho bitch set on destroying humanity and got the kid who-was-almost-her-friend killed in the process.”

“It’s not about me,” she said, “it’s about you. If I could get you a mask and distract them, you might be able to get away—”

“Oh, and leave you behind? What kind of dark knight would I be then, huh?”

“You could get help.”

“Nice try. But we both know that’s bullshit. Translocation doesn’t work like that. If I could actually break out, do you really think they’re going to keep you here? Even if there is only a remote possibility that I might have some way of bringing back any kind of help? Not that I could, because the only sense I have of our current location is a couple of creepy, overgrown corridors and a few sterile rooms, all of which are sure to be protected against translocating intruders. Oh, and what do you think Simone would do to me if I turned up without her BFF and with no information concerning your whereabouts?”

“I think she’d just be happy that you’re okay.”

His sideswiped smile returned. “For about two seconds. You know she’s a black belt in tae kwon do, don’t you?”

“She’ll forgive you.”

His smile faded. “It’s not happening, Josie. Forget about it.”

“What about survival of the fittest?”

“You’re not talking survival of the fittest; you’re saying, ‘let Josie sacrifice herself for Kai.’ And that ain’t happening. So whatever little martyr mouse is running your wheels, you can drown it right now.”

“You said it yourself, they’ll keep me around—”

“Maybe,” he said. “But not if you don’t play along. And let me guess; the moment I’m out of here, you’ll stop repairing all those masks, and how do you think that’s going to go over with the blood-drinkers out there? Keeping you alive might make sense, but does Mother Earth strike you as the most stable of personalities?”

“Please, Kai—”

“Please what? It’s a shitty plan, Josie. Why don’t you focus on keeping your body temperature in the range of the living and leave the critical thinking to those of us whose brains aren’t set to broil?”

“You have a plan?”

“I might have if you weren’t distracting me with all your crazy, altruistic BS. I may wear eyeliner, but you’re insulting my masculinity by suggesting I save my own ass and leave you here sick and at the mercy of the enemy. Come on.”

“I didn’t mean to insult your masculinity.”

“Thank you.”

She sunk against the mat. Was it her imagination, or had the floor started to liquefy like asphalt in Dhahranian summer?

“What are we going to do?” she asked.

“What you and I do best,” he said.

She looked over at him, dubious.

“Survive.”

The door opened. Granite God appeared.

“Time to get back to work,” he said.




Chapter 30

April 14th
The Next Day

SOMETHING WAS HAPPENING to her. She wasn’t sure if it was the fever, or if it was the mask-making, or some combination of the two. Either way, she was starting to hallucinate.

The masks were talking to her. Not the ones in possession by her guards, or even the ones she’d repaired, but the broken ones still in their boxes.

She’d been dragged back to the mask room, along with Kai, whom they didn’t even bother to tie up this time. Granite God informed her that she’d get a break after she repaired another mask. She finished two and didn’t get a break, unless they considered passing out on the floor in a pile of wood dust a break.

When Kai shook her awake, pouring half a bottle of water over her face and the rest down her throat, she heard a strange murmur in her ears, but she wrote it off as some background electrical hum.

She finished repairing three more masks, two of which she’d started before the fever had struck. Then, very reluctantly, she’d repaired a forest god, one made of heavy oak with a wolf face. It only needed a little glue and it was good as new. Gods with animal aspects were rare, and she was starting to understand why. Touching the snarling visage had made her stomach heave and her hands tremble. She could’ve sworn that it growled at her. Or that could’ve been the fever. She hoped it was the fever.

She’d been carving a mold for an earth god whose mask was nothing but a pile of sand, her vision growing blurry and her head spinning, when the strange hum had splintered into distinct, clear voices.

“Look at her,” one said sympathetically, seeming to come from the vicinity of the top shelf. “She’s hardly more than a child.”

Josie stopped working, straightened up, and searched the room. Kai slumped on a chair in the far corner, eyes half open. Granite God and a murky green water god she called Swamp Creature manned the door.

“I don’t care how old she is,” another commented from somewhere near the lower shelf. “I’m ready to be earthbound again.”

She stared at the shelves. The voice had clearly come from there. And more followed.

“And be a slave to another mortal? No, thanks,” one grumbled.

“I don’t know. I like humans,” one said lightly.

Josie huddled back over her work, gritting her teeth, willing the masks to be silent. She might’ve wondered more about why she was hearing them all of a sudden or how it was even possible, but she was too exhausted and fevered to want anything more than for them to be quiet again.

“Like humans?” the second remarked. “They’re stupid, they’re selfish, and they stink.”

“Then why are you so anxious to be controlled by one again?” the first mask asked tartly.

“You know why. If there’s going to be a mass extinction, I’m not going to miss out on my share of the carnage.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Shut up!” Josie snapped. “No one’s going to be material if I can’t concentrate.”

“Um . . . Josie?” Kai’s hand brushed her shoulder. “Who are you talking to?”

“No one,” she muttered, turning back to the mold she’d been carving.

“Can I get you some water?” he asked.

“No . . . thanks.” She sighed. “What do you think Simone’s doing right now?”

The shadows around Kai’s eyes darkened. “Probably cooking up some plan to rescue us.”

Josie started shaving away the lump of the nose, flattening it. “Always trying to save the world.” Her voice choked. “I miss her.”

His face fell, taking on a bruised shade.

Swamp Creature barked at him to go sit down. He left her.

As she was waiting for the clay to dry, she started work on another mask. A rough-hewn stone mask split right down the middle. A mountain god.

“What happened to you?” she asked as she lifted both pieces of the mask out of the box.

“Ever seen an Axe of Invincibility?” the mask asked in an aloof, bass voice.

“No.”

“I have.”

“Are you talking to the mask?” Granite God loomed over her shoulder.

“So what if I am?” The fever was leaving her temper even shorter than normal.

“You’re in the thrall of a fire god,” the mountain god said, sounding amused.

She leaned closer to the inanimate, splintered stone mask. “Is that why I feel like this?”

“Probably,” the mountain god said. “You’ll feel however he wants you to feel.”

“Tell the Goddess to come down here,” Granite God said to Swamp Creature.

“But . . .”—she glanced at the door as Swamp Creature disappeared out of it—“why would he want me to feel like this?”

“Don’t ask me. Fire gods are nearly as bad as air gods. Capricious hotheads.”

“Hey!” a unison of voices called from the shelves.

“Are you going to fix me?” the mountain god asked. “You don’t need all these tools. You’re holding yourself back. Move past the limitations of your physical form. Traverse the pathways to the edge of the Beyond and bring forth my power anew into the mortal realm. Quite simple. “

“Wait.” She rubbed her temple. “What?”

“Sit down,” she heard Granite God say to Kai from the other side of the room.

“I think she’s losing her mind,” Kai said.

“I said sit down.”

“She needs to rest,” Kai said, assertive.

Josie was touched. She’d never felt close to Kai. He seemed to prefer it that way. But since he’d been dragged into this, he’d been surprisingly supportive. Even though she was sorry he was involved at all, it was nice to not feel so alone.

While this conversation was going on, Josie lowered her voice to a whisper. “Can he hear me? My . . . marked one?” Meaning her Fire Guy.

“That all depends,” the mountain god said. “In your case, unlikely. You haven’t been in thrall to him very long. Only in extreme instances does communication occur both ways. Normally, the master speaks and the slave listens.”

“He’s probably trying to send you a message,” another voice offered. A sizzling, steamy voice.

“Like?” she asked.

“How would I know? He’s your master. You tell me,” the steamy voice replied.

“He’s not my—” She stopped herself before she said anything more.

“Perhaps he means to leave you in a state that would prevent you from working,” the mountain god speculated. “Since you are obviously here against your will.”

“Or he’s hoping if you’re sick, they’ll leave you alone long enough that he can come fetch you,” the steamy voice said. “He really shouldn’t have left something so rare and powerful just lying around for anyone to take.”

“Careless,” the mountain god agreed.

“Or you might just be feeling his anger,” the steamy mask said. “That can happen when the summoner is lacking firm control. He might not realize what he’s doing to you. If he’s very unhappy you’ve gone missing, simply thinking about you could cause you all sorts of discomfort. You could even spontaneously combust. Messy.”

“And wasteful,” the mountain god added.

“Why doesn’t he just . . .”—she tried to think of a way to say it without saying it. Even though she knew Kai and Granite God thought she was losing it, she couldn’t risk saying too much—“take back what’s his?”

“No doubt he will,” the steamy voice said. “But I hope not before you’ve fixed me. I am next, right?”

A chorus of godly voices sounded off, all demanding that she repair them.

“I’m next!” the mountain god boomed, silencing them. “Repair me, Mask-Maker.”

“They want to use you to hurt people,” she said.

“And?”

“You don’t even care, do you?” She lined up the pieces of the mask side by side. He was primitive and cold-looking.

“Do you remember the dinosaurs, Mask-Maker?”

“You know I don’t.”

“Well, I do. They ate everything in sight, shit everywhere, and thought they ruled the world too. They were wrong. Life is transient. One day, long after you’re dead and forgotten, this world will cease to exist entirely. Do you care about that?”

She nudged the two halves of the mask closer together, lining up their fractured edges. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t care. And why should you? Your life is tied to these few moments in time. You care about them and you should. That is proper. But I am a god. I have never lived and I will never die. Now fix my damned face.”

“I care,” the steamy god said. “Forget old stone face and fix me. Give me to your friend over there. We’ll burn this whole place down with everyone in it.”

“Including me?” she asked.

“You can’t burn unless your master wants you to burn. You do belong to him—”

“I do not,” she snapped, running her fingers over the crack in the mountain god’s face, studying its flawless line.

“Oooh,” the steamy voice said. “You know what I think?”

“I don’t care.”

“You’re in love with him. That’s why you made yourself his slave.”

“That’s not why. I don’t even know him.”

“He’s a god. What more is there to know?”

“I mean the summoner.”

“Mystery man, huh?” the steamy voice said. “I can help you. Fire summoners always have tells, you know.”

“They do?”

“Don’t listen to him,” the mountain god said. “He’s full of hot air. Why haven’t you fixed me yet?”

“I’m studying your break. It’s clean.” She sat back, frowning. “You had a flaw.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Your mask had a flaw,” she said, tracing the crack again.

The mountain god and the steamy voice went silent. Even in her fevered state, her mind worked well enough for her to come to a revelation.

“They all do, don’t they?” she murmured to the mountain god.

He didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

“A weak spot,” she said, touching his mask again.

She glanced over at the wolf god’s mask and saw it.

A fatal flaw. A place where it would take very little force to break the mask apart. In the case of the Wolf, right across the snout. Knowledge of it materialized in her mind, just as knowledge of the gods’ symbols had appeared in her mind—unbidden, inexplicable, but undeniable.

She peeked over at Granite God, who was still standing by the door. Even though she couldn’t see his mask while he was in possession, she still got a feeling, like a sixth sense, where its flaw was.

Or maybe her fevered brain was giving her more hallucinations.

She turned back to the mountain god again. “You said I don’t need to use tools.”

“What is a tool, Mask-Maker?”

“Um . . .”

“A means to an end,” he answered his own question. “That is all you are. Your hands are tools. Your mind is a tool. Your soul is a tool. Why do you think you have the ability to shape the faces of the gods and the others don’t? Can no other mortal carve wood or sculpt clay? What sets you apart?”

“Uh . . .”

“Clearly not your keen wits.”

“Hey—”

“You are connected to the Beyond, Mask-Maker. To the realm of the immortals. You must be, to see the face of a god, to bring it forth. That is all you need, the connection that is innate. Transcend your perceived limitations and create from the source, which is your very soul, and dispense with these . . . tedious implements of drudges and artisans.”

She ran her tongue over her parched lips, glancing over her shoulder at Granite God again. He kept glancing out the window of the door, seemingly anxious for Swamp Creature to return. Kai sat on the edge of his chair, leg bouncing with agitation.

She lowered her voice even more. “But I can’t traverse the pathways. I’m not a summoner and . . . the Beyond? No mortal soul can travel to the realm of the gods.”

“False,” the mountain god said. “Most cannot. Many have. Believe me. But you will not have to travel into the Beyond, merely to the boundary. Summon my power to yourself, see my face, make it material.”

“You mean, all I have to do is think it and I can make a mask?”

“Think? Know it. I exist. Do you know that?”

“Yes.”

“Then know that I exist also in the mortal realm. Know it, so that all others will know it. See what they cannot. And make them see it. That is your power. What you see, others will also see. When you see the faces of the gods, so shall the rest of the mortal world.”

She gazed at the mountain god’s broken face. In her mind’s eye, she could see how it would look whole. She knew what it should look like.

The fever haze swept back over her, blurring her vision, weakening her sense of her body, and pulling her slightly out of herself. The two images of the mountain god’s mask, the one in her mind and the one before her, overlapped.

“Come, Mask-Maker,” the mountain god said, “the door is open.”

For a moment, she thought she was passing out again. That same sensation, loss of control, falling into herself, into darkness, rushed upon her.

But instead of blackness, she found herself surrounded by ethereal blue and fast-moving clouds. On either side of her, jagged peaks rose, snow-tipped and glittering in the light. Wind howled in her ears as it tore past, pushing and pulling at her. She no longer felt feverish, but she didn’t feel cold either.

She felt thinned out, half herself—the less material half.

The wind shoved her. She stumbled onto her hands and knees, into the snow. But it wasn’t cold. This moment, this place, she realized, was not entirely real.

Having grown up on an island just outside the mortal realm and not quite in the pathways, she knew the sensation of being surrounded by objects that seemed material, but that were, in fact, little more than representations of reality. Like a 3-D movie. Only her hands were actually sunk into the snow, yet without the cold or the wet. Not only was this place not entirely real, but she wasn’t entirely in it either. She could feel the tug of her body, still mostly in the mortal realm, imprisoned in Earth Mama’s sweatshop. Though she had escaped her body, this was not an escape. This was the means to the end.

“Mask-Maker.”

She shuffled forward on her hands and knees. The wind continued to tear at her, pushing her forward, faster than she wanted. The mountain top came to an abrupt ledge—below was blackness.

At the Grand Canyon she had stood as close as she’d dared to the edge and peered down and down and down, overwhelmed, all her internal warning systems blaring at her to step back or, at least, to not move any farther forward.

The same feeling came upon her as she stared into the endless pitch below. A dizzy, surging feeling. The feeling adrenaline-junkies like Beech chased over every horizon. The feeling that death was just one wrong move away.

Below, the Beyond. The blackness had depth, like the calm surface of a swollen river, deadly currents and hidden dangers swirling beneath. All the while the wind pushed and tugged her towards the endlessness—the immortal realm of the gods—the Beyond. And sure death.

She knew Death. He was a douche. She wasn’t anxious to chat with him again anytime soon.

She clung hard to the immaterial edge of the pathways and the invisible rope binding her to her body.

From the murk, a face emerged. Like the pale face of a corpse floating to the surface.

The face of the mountain god.

In the Beyond, he was much more than his broken mask could ever convey. All that was the mountain. From a distance, foreboding and awe-inspiring. Closer, breath-stealing and electrifying.

“Mask-Maker, free me.”

Slowly, she reached towards the face of the god. Her fingers skimmed the surface of the Beyond—a barely perceptible barrier, like the thin swell of air between two mouths, right before they meet, not sure if they should—and then she hesitated, pulling back an inch.

She was in the pathways. The pathways of the earth gods. She was staring into the Beyond. This shouldn’t have been possible. How was this possible?

“Mask-Maker!”

She flinched and scooped up the face of the god, drawing it out of the Beyond and into the pathways. And it was real. 

Then she fell, plummeting straight down, slamming back into her body, back into the throbbing pulse of her fever and the stale air of her prison. She tumbled off her stool, crashing onto her back and banging her head. The fluorescent lights overhead seemed to strobe. A sickening acidic slime bulged into her throat and coated her tongue.

“Gods, Josie.” Kai’s voice came to her muffled and round-edged, like hearing him through a glass pressed to the wall. She felt his cool hand on her face and almost sobbed. “What the fuck?”

She blinked, focusing on him. He glanced over his shoulder furtively and then leaned over her, whispering. “What just happened? I saw . . . you like . . . ghosted out.”

Before she could speak, he pulled back abruptly.

“What is going on?” Earth Mama demanded. “Get out of the way.”

Kai stumbled back from Josie.

Earth Mama’s fetid stench nearly shoved Josie back into unconsciousness.

“Incredible,” Earth Mama said, bending closer and snatching the mask from Josie’s hand.

The face of the mountain god. The face she had pulled from the Beyond.

Earth Mama ran her fingers over the mask. “Beautiful.”

Josie licked her lips. Kai appeared at her side again, helping her up.

Josie’s vision cleared. She fixed on Earth Mama’s churning guise, the black soil was now plunging into a gaping hole at the center of her face, where her nose should have been. No flowers, no maggots or insects, just an all-consuming sinkhole. Josie looked at the face of the goddess . . .

and saw her fatal flaw.
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“SHE NEEDS A BREAK,” Kai said. “She’s delirious. She’s talking to herself.”

Earth Mama lowered the mountain god’s mask, which she’d been admiring as if she might take it over her own. “Would you prefer to be bound and gagged again?”

Before Kai could respond, alarms sounded. High-pitched wails filled the room. Then the ground shifted and pitched as the entire building quaked.

Earth Mama stumbled, dropping the mountain god’s mask.

Josie grabbed it.

Granite God reached to steady Earth Mama as the quaking continued. Boxes of masks fell from their shelves—gods shouting and complaining. One of the supply cabinets tipped and crashed. The contents spilled and skittered across the floor.

“Get off me!” Earth Mama shoved Granite God away as the tremor stopped.

“An attack?” Granite God shouted over the rumble of the earth and the crashes all around.

“Of course it’s an attack,” Earth Mama snapped.

“Why weren’t we warned?” Granite God asked.

“Get the girl out of here!”

Granite God grabbed Josie’s arm and pulled her up to her feet. The door swung open. Swamp Creature stumbled aside as Sandstorm and Algae Goddess burst in.

“You,” Earth Mama barked at Swamp Creature, “the masks! As soon as they’re secure, leave!”

Granite God wrapped his fat arm around Josie, pulling her through a guise that left her itchy. His belly bumped into her back. His guise weighed heavily against her. She stuffed the mountain god mask under her shirt and crossed her arms over it. Its rough edges cut into her skin.

Granite God squeezed her for a moment and then again, tighter, like he was giving her the Heimlich.

“What the—” he muttered under his breath.

He squeezed again. She winced as her bruised ribs protested.

Earth Mama was barking more orders at Sandstorm and Algae Goddess. When she was done, she turned back to Granite God and Josie.

“Why aren’t you gone yet?” she yelled.

Granite God hesitated. “I’m trying, but . . . I can’t.”

“What the hell do you—never mind.” Her fingers hooked around Josie’s arm and yanked her away. “I’ll take her.” She wrapped her stubby arms around Josie. Her body was soft and doughy. She was much shorter than her guise.

This was Josie’s chance. Maybe she could destroy Earth Mama’s mask, all she needed was something—

Earth Mama shoved her down abruptly. Josie fell to the floor, almost dropping the mask.

“What the hell?” Earth Mama growled.

“I told you,” Granite God said. “We can’t translocate with her.”

“That’s not possible! What have you done?” She loomed over Josie, guise growing, shedding leaves and mud all over. TemperMentals began to appear, clouding the air as they circled and darted. “Did someone help you?” She looked towards Kai, who was picking himself up off the floor. “Did you?”

“Me?” Kai said, like he was offended by the accusation.

Earth Mama let out a shriek. Suddenly, the door flew open again. A herd of roots and vines barreled in, coiling around Josie and dragging her towards the door. When she tried to kick, they snapped down, yanking on her joints painfully.

“You!” Earth Mama shouted. “Call Gene. Tell him to get off his drunk ass and find me a helicopter.”

“Kai!” Josie cried as she was dragged out of the room and down the hall.

All the while the vines continued to wrap around her, forming a cocoon. The back of her head thumped against the floor as it transitioned from concrete to earth.

Summoners were running in different directions, shouting at each other, organizing themselves.

“We’re surrounded,” she heard one say.

“They won’t get through.”

“They will if they keep at it long enough,” the first said.

“Let’s go.”

“We can’t.”

“Why not?”

Their voices disappeared as they ran off and she was pulled away, around another corner, down another hall. The walls became little more than trees, the ground soft and bumpy, catching on her hair and her clothes. She knew where she was being taken—to Earth Mama’s sanctuary. She only hoped she wasn’t about to be sacrificed.

“Josie!” a strange voice called—at once deep and godly, and lighter, human . . . familiar.

She tried to twist to see, but a root had snaked around her head and prevented her. She caught a glimpse of a god as he launched over her—a tree god. The kidnapping vegetation jerked to a halt. They began to loosen and leave her. She pushed the rest free and stumbled to her feet, clutching the mountain god’s mask to her stomach.

A tree god tore roots and vines away by the fistful as they twined around him. He turned and looked at her. She recognized the godly façade.

“Beech?” She stared, stunned.

“Run, Josie!” he said as the vines began to overwhelm him. “The tribe’s outside!”

She hesitated. His tree god guise was nowhere near powerful enough to compete with Earth Mama. The vines were overwhelming him. She slid the mountain god mask out from under her shirt.

“No, Beech, take off your mask!” She skipped and hopped over the writhing vines as they grappled with Beech, who was ripping them into shreds wherever his godly hands touched them.

“Sketch advice, Jos,” he called.

She had almost reached him when a vine snagged her ankle. She fell hard onto her stomach.

“No, Beech, look!” She held the mask out towards him, clinging with her other hand to an inanimate root while the vine twining around her leg tugged at her. “Take it!”

The vine yanked hard. She dropped the mask as she was towed backwards.

“Josie!” he called after her.

This time she was able to twist over and sit up, seizing the slender green vine strangling her calf. She wrenched on it, but the vine clamped down harder, infused with Earth Mama’s godly magic. No matter how hard she pulled, the vine only tightened, cutting off her blood flow.

She bumped along the corridor. The ground shook again. The trees swayed. Leaves whispered as they fell around her.

Her tribe was outside? How many? Who?

To make the earth shake the way it was would’ve taken quite a few minor gods or a single very powerful one. Her heart raced. Tessa was out there, she knew. In possession of the Tripartite. She was risking her life to rescue Josie, again. Josie ground her teeth. Tessa shouldn’t have been out there. She shouldn’t have come. The life of the Triune was far more important than Josie’s, even if she was a mask-maker.

The wind was picking up too, howling through the branches. Thunder rumbled. What little light had been peeking through the trees began to disappear.

She ripped her fingernails bloody prying at the vine, but still it dragged her. Finally, she caught a passing tree and held on. The vine strained. Tearing pain shot up her leg. She was afraid it would rip her leg off or dislocate her hip before their tug-of-war ended, but wherever Earth Mama wanted to take her, Josie wasn’t going.

As her grip faltered on the slender trunk, she spied a white triangle buried in its roots, the edge gleamed—metal. She groped for it, losing hold of the tree. The edge of the triangle cut her hand as her palm slid along it. But she didn’t let go. As the vine pulled her away, its force ripped free the triangle, which, once unearthed, proved to be a rectangle. An old white sign:  EXIT.

Blood smearing over the sign, she twisted around again and struggled to sit up. The vine pulled her faster. Lightning flashed through the trees. Branches whipped now. Twigs and leaves lashed at her as they were carried away on the chilly wind gusting through the corridor, stirring up the scent of rot and wet earth and . . . smoke. Was Fire Guy out there?

She jammed the sign under one of the coils of the vine and sawed viciously against it until it came loose. The vine jerked as a length of it fell away. Josie was thrown back, smacking her head on the soft earth. Quickly, she sat up again and began sawing at the remaining vine even as it pulled her away once more.

Another coil fell away. At this, the vine seemed to rethink its mission and released her, vanishing back into the trees. She flung the sign down, pushed to her feet, and raced back towards Beech.

Turning a corner, she came face to face with a wall of fog. She took a step back, right into Fog God’s arms.

“Salutations, Lady Day,” he said. “Let’s try this again, shall we?”

Fog swirled around her. She thrashed, struggling against his hold.

“Now that’s interesting,” he said after a moment, grunting as she threw her elbows into his sides. “We should be half way to Shanghai right now.” His hand clamped around her throat. Her lungs grasped for air as it was ripped away. “Settle down,” he said. “Or this will get painful.”

But before she could comply, he snatched his hand away. “Shit! You burned me.”

She jammed her elbow into his stomach, loosening his grip. She tore away and ran into the fog.

More than once she slammed into a tree or tripped over a root. The ground continued to tremor, more frequently now. She could hear lightning cracking, but couldn’t see it. The sweet aroma of smoke snuck through the fog to her. Finally, dizzy and lost, she stopped.

“Getting tired?” Fog God’s voice was all around her.

She huffed, burning up all over. She hoped the steamy voice in the mask room hadn’t been right about the spontaneous combustion thing. If Fire Guy was here, why didn’t he come for her? Where was Beech?

“Why don’t you just let me go?” she said. “Run away. Before you really get burned.”

“It’s that fire god, isn’t it?” he asked. “He’s helping you somehow.”

Her breathing began to slow. “I don’t know what—”

“Oh, wait,” he said. “You tagged yourself.” He let out a soft, incredulous laugh. “I don’t believe it.”

“Neither do I.” Earth Mama emerged from the fog, a giant, three times her usual size, running with mud and sloughing off debris at record speed. Josie stumbled back as muck oozed around her feet, sucking at her.

“That’s why we can’t translocate her,” Fog God said.

“No matter,” Earth Mama said, towering over her, fifteen feet high. The back of Josie’s head was practically touching her shoulder blades as she stared upwards. “We’ll simply have to find the offending mark . . . and remove it.”

An arm wrapped around her waist. Thinking it was Fog God, she started to struggle.

“Relax,” a familiar, easygoing voice said to her.

She turned. In the mountain god’s guise, Beech was all rough-cut blue stone, jagged edges, and dominating presence. Underneath, he was still Beech, warm and ropey.

Earth Mama hesitated. “Who—”

The ground began to tremble again.

Beech’s voice smiled. “Up we go.”




Chapter 32

April 14th

IF BEECH HADN’T BEEN holding onto her, she probably would’ve been flat on the ground.

Beneath them, the soft soil crumbled and fell away. Everything fell away, even the fog and Earth Mama. A huge mass of rock erupted under their feet, shoving them upwards.

The spire of stone continued to build beneath them. She clung to Beech as they were propelled up at heart-stopping speed, ripping through the branches and leaving the fog below. When the ride stopped, she swayed. All around was dark cloud. A white burst blinded her. The crack was deafening. Rain pelted them. The wind pushed past them like they were standing in its way. They must’ve been at least fifty feet off the ground.

“Jump,” he said.

“Wha—”

He leapt, holding her to him. Another monument of stone assembled in front of them. Their feet barely touched it before he launched them again onto yet another pillar. They leapfrogged away, from stone to stone. Or Beech did. Josie hung onto him, just trying not to lose hold.

“We have to clear the protective circles!” Beech shouted to her as they bounded through the air. Below it was dark, but she tried not to look down as they sailed over the gaps. “Then we can translocate out.”

“Can’t we just run?” She gritted her teeth as they slammed down again.

“Too many traps,” he called. “Besides, this is more fun.”

Fun. Yeah, right. She teetered on the edge of a jutting precipice of stone just before they launched towards another. But, for some reason, Beech hesitated.

His momentum carried them forward anyway, off the edge. They plummeted.

“Dying so soon?” she heard the mountain god say to Beech.

Before Josie had a chance to register the fact that they were seconds from death, Beech’s arms cinched tighter around her, and he pitched his weight back. Over his shoulder, through her wind-shorn vision, she could see another stone monument rising up to meet them. She tucked herself tight against Beech.

Beech slammed into the stone back first, absorbing the brunt of the impact, which wasn’t nearly what it would’ve been if Beech hadn’t been in possession. Josie’s head whiplashed, but the pain was small in comparison to what could’ve happened. She continued to hold onto Beech as they got to their feet.

Before them a massive cliff was rising—a huge stone wall.

Their own stone pillar continued to jet upwards towards the lightning-streaked sky.

“What are you doing?” Josie cried.

“It’s not me!” Beech shouted.

When the ride came to a halt, they both swayed, Josie more than Beech. Then there was a crack. The stone beneath them began to tilt.

“Wait for it!” Beech called over the rush of the wind and rumble of thunder.

“For what?” Their pillar was falling. Her feet slid on the slick stone.

“Jump, now!” Beech pushed them off before she could bend her knees. They stumbled onto a plateau, breaking away from each other. Josie managed a few steps before crashing onto her face. Heat sheared her chin, followed by a warm gush of blood.

She pushed herself up as Beech reached down for her.

“You okay?” he asked.

Rain stung her lips as she spoke. “What happened?”

Before he could answer, the stone under him gave way. He shoved her back. He fell.

“Beech!”

She crawled to the ledge, but all was fog. No sign of Beech. Her heart quailed.

“Now, let’s take care of that mark,” Earth Mama said from behind her.

Josie turned. Earth Mama was back to a more reasonable size. Even her guise seemed to have settled. Her gown was once again staid green grass, her arms slender, veined with fresh tendrils, multicolored flowers covered her chest. Her mask had temporarily become stone, but the rocky façade was crumbling away, revealing black dirt beneath.

“Josie,” she said gently, “let’s end this silliness, shall we?”

“Stay away from me.”

Earth Mama’s head tilted. “I’m sorry if I’ve seemed calloused. But there’s been so much suffering, for so long. You understand that, don’t you? Crimes have been committed. Justice must be served.”

Josie wanted to stand up, but was so close to the edge she was afraid to. “Like the crime you committed when you murdered my mother?”

“Your mother was complacent and, quite frankly, guilty. She stood by and did nothing while many worse crimes than murder were committed. We are Core. The gods serve us so that we may protect them. When the soil is stripped, when the rivers are dry, when the forests disappear, that is theocide. Death of the gods. No crime is worse. Surely, you see that.”

Josie gripped the edge of the newborn mountain, wondering if Beech had survived the fall and if she could too. She thought she could hear voices shouting nearby, but the air was so thick with wind and thunder, it was hard to tell what she was hearing.

Earth Mama stepped closer. “You know what I’ve most admired about you, Josie? Your conviction. You’re not pliable like your sister. You know what’s right and what’s wrong. And so I think, deep down, you know what I’m saying is true. Even if it’s difficult for you to admit it.”

Josie was as far back as she dared. The wind cut up the mountain behind her, pushing against her back like a pair of hands shoving her towards Earth Mama, who was slowly moving closer. The more she spoke, the more familiar her voice sounded, but Josie’s mind was too fevered, her ears too full of wind, to place it.

“All these years, the gods have been laid low,” Earth Mama said, “and then a mask-maker appears. Do you think it’s a coincidence, Josie? A mask-maker, one who opens the door for the gods to walk the earth and I, Mother Earth, rising now to restore the world to its proper balance? No. You know better than to believe in coincidence. Don’t you? You must see that you are here now to help me do what I have been called to do.”

“And what’s that?” Josie asked, not that she cared.

“Save the world, hon. That’s all.” Earth Mama’s voice was almost sweet, almost pleasant, that nasal squeak . . . 

And that’s when it hit her. She did know who Earth Mama was. “Kuso—”

A crack and blinding flash almost sent Josie plummeting. She landed on her back, shoulders hanging over the edge. Abs burning, she curled herself up.

Earth Mama spun. TemperMentals appeared in a fury around her. On the other side of the mountaintop, a slim form of glowing white brilliance appeared. Tessa.

Then the battle began.

Josie flattened out and rolled onto her stomach, covering her ears, blinded as lightning lanced around her, shaking the plateau. From the corner of her eyes, she could see Earth Mama swelling into a giant again. Bull-sized chunks of stone rose around Josie, scooped out by Earth Mama’s will. One after another, they hurtled at Tessa. But Tessa was ready. Lightning struck one, two, three of the boulders.

Sprays of rubble showered over Josie, battering her. A fist-shaped stone struck her side. She flinched and found herself again peering over the edge of the mountain. She scrambled away as the TemperMentals flew towards Tessa, surrounding her.

If Tessa had been fully trained, fully in tune with the Tripartite, then these attacks would’ve been little more than a nuisance. Instead, Tessa’s glow flickered. The TemperMentals surged right through her guise, like piranhas shredding a chunk of flesh. Worse, more of Earth Mama’s summoners had arrived. Granite God appeared. And Swamp Creature. And Sandstorm. A dozen others. Their presence seemed to fuel Earth Mama.

More TemperMentals formed until there was a small army of phantom blurs ripping through Tessa’s guise. Her light was weak enough that Josie could see Tessa’s mortal form, a slip of a silhouette, under her godly guise. This was bad.

Josie searched around and found a baseball-sized rock.

Granite God swooped down on her, hauling her upright.

“I’m so sick of you grabbing me.” She kicked him right in his soft belly, ripping away from his grasp.

She stumbled back, over the edge.

Falling.

Air tore at her, like it was trying to peel her apart before the ground got a chance to splatter her. The lightning and black sky grew more distant. Her heart was frantically hitting the eject button, trying to save itself.

She braced herself, she didn’t know what for . . . pain, death, beyond.

Any moment, the end.

Except, she was slowing. The air turned from slicing and dicing to warm and supportive. Arms slipped underneath her. An air god. But she couldn’t see him. She didn’t know if he was one of Earth Mama’s cronies or if he was on her side. In that moment, she hardly cared. She was just glad to be alive.

He started to take her away from the battle, away from the broken spears of lightning and the crash and clamor of the fight.

“No, no! Take me back!” she cried. “I can stop her! She’ll kill Tessa! You have to take me back!”

She only hoped he was on her side.

For a moment, she hovered in midair, darkness above and below. A warm bubble surrounded her, deflecting the icy rain. She knew how crazy she must’ve sounded, to want to be returned to the fray when she’d just escaped it. Even she was beginning to doubt herself.

She only had a hunch really. It wasn’t like she knew it would work for sure. After all, she’d never tried to destroy the mask of a god before. Normally, it took some mighty unearthly weapon or a serious godly duel. Yet she had this sense, this near-certain feeling, that if she hit Earth Mama’s mask in just the right place, she could take her out.

“I have to save my sister,” she said to the air god. “Please.”

The summoner seemed to grumble, but then he turned them around. So he was on her side after all.

Moments later, she was back on her feet, back on the plateau, in the midst of a godly battle unlike anything the world had seen for centuries.

More summoners had appeared in the seconds she’d been gone. The rain and lightning-lashed plateau flashed, alive with conflict.

Two gods piled towards her. She lunged to the side. The invisible air god hooked her around the waist, steadying her. Where she’d stood, Granite God was slammed down, another mountain god towered over him—Beech. She had no time to feel relief. Granite God grabbed Beech, flipping him. They tumbled across the plateau, their every blow shaking the ground.

Nearby, a gray water god was spraying down Sandstorm, pushing him towards the edge. Swamp Creature was levitating, writhing and begging for mercy. Gods summoned mini-torrents, whirling dervishes of wind, cannonballs of stone, crashing into each other like waves in the sea during a storm.

At the far end of the plateau, Tessa was still under siege. Her light flickered dangerously. The lightning overhead was erratic and weak as the TemperMentals’ attack drained her.

Earth Mama was as big and bold as ever, poised at the middle of the fight, giggling—a squeaky nasal laugh.

Josie pushed her wet hair away from her face. Rocks of all sizes were scattered around her, broken up by Beech and Granite God’s fight. She found one of decent size, testing its weight.

She pulled away from the air god, though he seemed to be reluctant to let her go.

She rushed as close as she dared to Earth Mama.

“Lily!” she screamed.

Earth Mama turned. Josie whipped the rock at her face, at the goddess’s face, aiming for her right temple.

The stone bounced off Earth Mama’s temple and rolled away. Josie backed up, holding her breath.

Nothing happened.

“Kuso.”

Why was she surprised? All sense had told her it wouldn’t work. Everything she knew, everything her mother had taught her, told her it shouldn’t—it couldn’t. A rock? Why didn’t she just call Earth Mama nasty names? That might’ve hurt her feelings a little at least. Except, Josie had this feeling—an inexplicable gut instinct.

It looked like she’d been wrong.

Earth Mama’s grin widened, menacingly.

Air God seized Josie’s arm, like he was about to fly off with her.

Before he could take flight, the circling TemperMentals vanished.

Earth Mama’s guise—of branches and mud, of roots and vines, of flowers and leaves, of life and death—disappeared.

Her mask broke and fell to the ground.
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A PALE LUMP IN a flowery skirt dropped to the ground. Lily.

She grasped for the broken pieces of her mask.

Behind her, Tessa’s light flared and went out. She fell too, limp.

“No, no, no.” Lily held the pieces of her mask up in horror. She was gaunt, hollow-eyed, the color of maggots.

Her followers, noticing her defeat, began to translocate, leaving her on her knees, clutching her broken mask, her red hair clinging to her skull like long, thick clots.

Josie stared. Even though she’d known it was Lily, it was still hard to believe. Judah had been right. There had been a traitor. Lily. Their own Past Eye. Their supposed leader.

The gray water god rushed to Josie’s side. He took off his mask. Water dripped from his rimless glasses and off his bald pate.

“Dad.” She threw her arms around him and hugged him tight.

“Are you okay?” he asked, pulling back so he could look her over.

“Not—”

“Stop!” someone shouted, but it was too late.

Fog swept around Lily, shrouding her. And then she was gone.

Fog God had managed to save his mom.

Across the plateau, Josie saw a crowd form around the crumpled heap that was Tessa. Josie pulled away from her dad and rushed towards them, he kept pace with her.

Beech was already with Tessa. He scooped her up.

Josie touched her sister’s pale forehead. “Tessa.”

Tessa’s eyes fluttered. A small smile touched her lips. “I didn’t puke.”

“Of course not. You’re the Triune,” Josie said.

Dad put his mask back on. Churning gray water swirled around him. “I’ll take her,” he said, his godly voice deep and resounding.

Beech shifted Tessa into their Dad’s arms.

Another water god appeared. This one a glittering blue ocean god. She swept off her mask:  Caroline. She looked at Josie, breathless.

“Josie, are you all right?”

“I guess.”

Caroline touched her head, surveying the wet and broken surface of the plateau. Rain continued to thrum down on them. But Josie hardly noticed. She was from Portland after all.

“Lily.” Caroline’s vibrant blue eyes darkened, filling with tears. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t see it for myself.”

“Neither would I,” Josie admitted.

Other summoners assembled around them. The rain began to diminish, the wind to die, the clouds were black and heavy, but they too started to lighten and thin.

Josie shivered. Her fever had broken, it seemed.

Caroline took Tessa’s hand. “How are you, Mother of Mothers?”

Tessa’s smile widened. “I’m fine,” she said, though she looked like a damp dishrag. “I’ll be fine.”

Josie touched Caroline’s arm. “Kai. He’s down there somewhere.”

Caroline covered Josie’s hand with her own. “We’ll find him.” She turned to some of the other gods, instructing them with cool authority.

At some point, Judah had appeared next to Josie.

“You survived,” he said to her, like he hadn’t expected to find her alive.

“She more than survived.” Beech took off the mountain god mask and held it up for Judah to see. “She made a freaking sick-ass mask. This guy is seriously old school. Mountain man.”

Judah didn’t look impressed. “You know they’re not going to let you keep that.”

“Hater,” Beech grumbled.

Tessa’s head slumped against Dad’s shoulder, into his shimmering gray guise.

“You’d better take her home,” Josie said, teeth chattering.

“We’re all going home,” her dad said. He seemed to look from Beech to Judah.

“Don’t sweat it, Papa Day,” Beech said. “We’re right behind you.”

After a second of hesitation, her dad nodded.

In a swish of water, he and Tessa vanished.

Beech started to lift his mask to his face. “Ready to roll, Josie-pie?”

“You’re not going anywhere,” Judah said.

Beech looked like he was ready to resume fighting.

“You’ve got to put this back,” Judah said, gesturing to the plateau underneath them. “And all the rest.” He notched his head towards the pillars of stone still standing, now emerging as the rain cleared and the clouds broke. “You can’t leave it like this.”

Josie hugged her arms to her body. “He’s right. What do you think would happen if people discovered a bunch of huge inexplicable stone obelisks in the middle of . . .”

“Idaho,” Judah muttered.

“Really? Anyway, they don’t belong here.”

Beech sagged. “Lame.”

“But, if it makes you feel better—”

She kissed him searchingly, hoping to find a spark. When they broke apart she knew—for sure—that it would be the last time.

“Thanks for coming for me,” she said.

Beech’s cheeks flushed. “Maybe you should be abducted more often, if it makes you kiss like that. But it’s really Simone you should thank.” He held up the crystal on the metal chain around his neck. “She made the ghost charm. I just slipped right in, through the circles and shit. No one even noticed.”

He put his mask back on. “I love this guy,” he said, the laidback lightness of his voice still discernable under the booming tones of the mountain god. “Guess we’d better clean up.” He bounded down the mountainside.

He leapt over the edge like he was going to take flight. She shivered.

“He didn’t actually rescue you, you know,” Judah said. “The tribe did.”

She turned to him. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

His eyes narrowed.

“When I fell,” she said, “you caught me.”

He didn’t answer.

“I thought you were done saving me,” she said. “You know, ungrateful charity case that I am.”

His arms crossed. His brow was difficult to read. Maybe she was just too tired, or maybe she’d forgotten how to decipher its slants and furrows while she’d been held captive. She could hope anyway.

“What? You don’t have anything to say?” she asked.

He put on his air god mask again and shimmered out of view. “Let’s go home.”

For once, she didn’t feel like arguing with him.




Chapter 34

April 16th
Two Days Later

WHEN THE DOOR OPENED, Josie sagged.

Judah stepped through the front door like he owned the place. But then Simone pushed past him. Her spiky hair was freshly dyed iris purple, her grin wider than ever. Josie stood up and was immediately knocked back onto the couch again by Simone’s strangling embrace.

“You’re alive!” she said. “Yay!”

“Thanks to you,” Josie said, hugging her back, though not as crushingly.

Simone gave her another squeeze and then finally let her breathe again. “Hardly. I was here the whole time.”

“Yeah, but without your charm, Beech never would’ve been able to reach me and who knows what would’ve happened?”

“Death, destruction, you know, just another Friday night in the tribe,” Kai said, coming around the end of the couch. His bangs were pushed away from his face showing off his left eye which was swollen shut, purple and black. He gave Josie that half-smile. “Like it?” he asked, gesturing to the black eye.

“It suits you.” Josie stood up, smiling. “I’m going to hug you now.”

He winced. “Do you have to?”

“I think so.” She gave him a quick hug. He patted her back awkwardly. She stepped back. “How was it?”

“Weird,” he said, sidling towards the nearby chair and dropping into it.

Simone tossed a pillow at him.

He caught it. “But in a good way.”

She grinned, but then there was Judah, standing there in all his superior glory. Her grin died.

He reached into his pocket and took out a phone. He held it out to her.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Your dad asked me to pick it up for you. He doesn’t like the idea of you not having one,” Judah stated.

She tapped the screen. “Let me guess, I’m being tracked, right?”

The eyebrow said, You know it.

“How are you feeling?” Simone asked. “How are your hands?”

Both of her palms were wrapped and bandaged, aching and stiff, the cuts and scrapes on them screamed when she moved too quickly.

“They’re fine,” she said, sliding the new phone into her back pocket with her fingertips. At this point, she was glad to be tracked.

“How’s Tessa?” Simone asked.

“Okay,” Josie said. “Alive. That’s all that matters. Gretchen’s upstairs with her now. And your mom and Nancy.”

In the two days that had passed since she’d been rescued, she’d slept. She’d also taken half a dozen showers, attempting to scrub Lily’s rotted stench out of her hair. It still wasn’t gone completely. In the meantime, a new Past Eye had been named:  Gretchen.

“Did you really take that bitch out with a rock?” Kai asked.

“I told you she did,” Simone said.

“Yeah, but I want to hear it from her. Gory details please.”

Josie sat on the wooden arm of the couch. “I already had to retell it ten times for the Eye this morning,” she said. “I’m all out of gore.”

Judah crossed his arms, standing over them. “But you knew,” he said. “How?”

“Yeah, a regular rock shouldn’t have taken out that earth bi . . . Lily.” Simone slumped, her pixie shoulders folding in like wings. “I still can’t believe it was Lily.”

Josie picked at her bandages. “The Eye doesn’t think I should talk about it.”

“Yeah, but you can trust us,” Simone said. “We’re your friends.”

Josie glanced at Judah. Friend? Not quite.

Still, he’d saved her more times than she was comfortable acknowledging.

She knew she should thank him. Really thank him. But every time she’d tried, the words had burned up in her mouth and turned to ash.

Anyway, she was sure he’d throw it back in her face like he had the last time. It was like he wanted her to fall all over herself, get down on her knees and wash his feet, or something equally ridiculous. Nothing was ever good enough for him.

In spite of all that, she was certain he wouldn’t go gossiping her secrets. Tessa had said he hadn’t wanted to get the rest of the tribe involved in her rescue at all. He’d actually made his mom promise to let him choose who would be involved in the rescue before he’d told her anything. He’d been too suspicious that there was a traitor. And he’d been right. He just hadn’t realized the traitor was Lily.

She sighed, her voice lowered. “Her mask had a flaw.”

Simone sat forward. “A flaw?”

Judah and Kai were watching her intensely.

She shifted, clearing her throat. “They all do.”

Kai leaned his elbows on his knees. “What do you mean? All? Like every mask ever made? They can all be knocked out David-and-Goliath-style?”

“Basically.”

Kai flopped back. “Kuso.”

He smiled at her. She smiled back.

“I didn’t realize it until I was working on the mountain god’s mask,” she explained. “The one I gave to Beech.”

“You mean when you were talking to yourself?” Kai asked.

“I wasn’t talking to myself,” she said. “I was talking to the masks.”

“And they were talking back?”

“Actually, they started it,” she muttered.

She caught Judah’s eye again. He was giving her a look that said maybe she needed to go back to bed.

Kai toyed with the white shoelaces of his black sneakers. “How did you fix that mask? I was watching you.” He looked up at her intensely. “I swear, you almost disappeared, like mirage-style Josie. And one minute the mask was broken and then it wasn’t.”

She searched around the room, like she might find an excuse not to tell them in the dark fireplace or tidy bookshelves. “It’s sort of complicated. I, um . . . thought it?”

Now Simone and Kai were sharing Judah’s look of concern.

“I think the fever helped, in a way,” she said. “It made it easier for me to . . .”—she cringed as she said it, knowing what was coming—“traverse the pathways?”

Simone squeaked. Judah’s arms fell away from his chest. Even Kai’s swollen eye managed to crack open slightly, his other popped.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Judah demanded.

Irritation flared up in her. “Just what I said. I traversed the pathways. . . . . went to the edge of the Beyond and just . . . sort of brought the face of the god back.”

They all stared at her, their mouths agape.

“But you can’t say anything. Not to anybody,” she said, looking back towards the kitchen. “I didn’t tell the Eye or Tessa and definitely not my dad.” She gave Judah an especially piercing look, since she could see the disapproval in his cool blue eyes. “I’m not even sure how I did it. And I don’t plan on trying it again, it was too—”

Terrifying? Exhilarating? Unknown?

“Josie, this is . . .” Simone looked up at Judah.

“Trouble,” he said grimly, like he was already envisioning all the future rescues Josie would require.

“If you reached into the Beyond, that means you could bring earthbound like . . . anything,” Kai said, awed. “Any one of the immortal devices, even . . . the Chalice of Life, the Gauntlet of Death, or . . . the Book of the Other?”

“I don’t know about that,” she said, shrinking back.

“But . . . could you?” Kai asked.

“No, she can’t,” Judah said, giving Kai a deadly look.

Kai’s lips pursed and he sank back, but he was eyeing Josie as if trying to pick the answer out of her head. In truth, she didn’t know if she could retrieve one of the immortal devices like she’d retrieved the mountain god’s mask. She had no plans to find out. The world did not need any more godly weapons lying around.

“Um, so,” Simone said, breaking weakly through the tension. “Have you seen Beech?”

“Yeah, he stopped by yesterday,” she said, loving Simone even more than ever.

“And what’d he think about your new tattoo?” Kai asked as if he was also helping to the change the subject.

Simone joined Josie in scowling.

“What? We can’t talk about anything interesting?” Kai grumped.

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Josie said. “Beech is . . .” Open? Apathetic? Or just too cool to let her know that it actually bothered him when she’d told him she couldn’t be his make out partner anymore? After she’d told him, he’d left pretty quickly and hadn’t looked too happy. “Beech,” she finished.

“Well, have you talked to . . . him?” Simone asked.

Josie glanced again at disapproving Judah and sulking Kai. She shook her head.

“You’d better hope he’s not looking for a serving wench for his volcanic Fortress of Solitude,” Kai said, his leg bouncing up and down.

“Kai, really?” Simone said.

He turned up his hands, gesturing, What?

“I’m sure he’ll release you,” Simone said, touching Josie’s arm lightly. “I mean, he sent me the coordinates to find you in the first place. Without him, you’d both still be missing,” she said, giving Kai a pointed look.

“You don’t know it was him,” Kai said. “Maybe one of Lily’s faithful minions turned on her.”

Josie hadn’t thought of that. On her hip, the fire god’s symbol was scabbed and cool. She hadn’t felt any heat from it since the night she’d been rescued.

“Maybe you’re right,” she said.

“No, it was him,” Simone said. “It had to be. He couldn’t ignore what you did.”

“Then why didn’t he come for me himself?”

“Because he has half a brain? Maybe?” Judah offered.

She scowled at him.

“Judah’s right,” Simone said. “Kai told me—you were watched all the time. And the tribe is still out there trying to break through the rest of the protective circles so they can search the place.”

“They’re not going to find much,” Kai said. “It started to fall apart while I was trying to find a way out.”

“How did you get out?” Josie asked.

Kai shrugged. “Everybody bailed and just left me there. I walked out eventually.”

“If Fire Guy had come for you, he risked being caught himself,” Simone said. “Then you both would’ve been stuck.”

“I guess,” Josie said.

“You should be glad he hasn’t come for you,” Judah said. “Since you’re in thrall to him, no one would be able to stop him, not even the Triune. He could take you wherever he wanted, do whatever he wanted.”

“I know that,” she said. “But I don’t know why you’re acting so smug about it, since you were the one who told me to do it in the first place.” She touched her forehead. “Remember?”

He glowered at her.

“What?” Simone said. “When?”

“Considering you’ve been telling me this whole time that I shouldn’t trust him,” Josie said, her blood starting to boil in a way that only Judah seemed capable of causing, “it’s completely hypocritical for you to give me—”

“I didn’t mean for you to carve his symbol into your skin permanently,” Judah cut in. “That’s crazy.”

“I didn’t have a choice! You think they were going to give me a pen if I asked for one? I was a captive. I had to improvise.”

“And you didn’t think to use your blood as ink?” Judah asked.

Josie faltered. No, she hadn’t thought of that. She could’ve used the splinter to draw blood and then painted the symbol on her skin. She might’ve had to redraw it after a while, but a symbol drawn in blood still would’ve caught his attention.

“You know what I think?” Judah said. “I think you wanted to put yourself in thrall to him from the very beginning.”

She stood up. “No, I didn’t. That’s—Why would I want to do that?”

Judah crossed his arms again. “I don’t know. Because you’re obsessed?”

Her hands started to curl, but stopped when her wounds burst with fresh pain. For the first time since she’d returned home, she was hot again.

“Judah . . .” Simone stood up too, like she might use her black belt skills to end the argument.

“How desperate do you have to be to put yourself in thrall to a guy just to get his attention?” Judah said, running his thumb along the bottom of his chin like he was actually trying to determine her precise level of patheticness. “He blew you off. He’s not interested. Why don’t you just . . . get over it?”

Simone’s hands were on her hips. “Judah, it is time for you to shush it.”

But Judah’s eyes were flickering in that terrible way that meant he was about to say something really . . . 

“Unless . . .” —he smirked— “you don’t think you’re in love with him, do you?”

Josie was so hot, she was freezing up. “I really hate you, you know that?”

“Right,” he said. “So you love this Fire Guy and you hate me, because you know both of us so well.”

Her throat constricted with rage. All she could do was glare at him. She wondered if she couldn’t pull the Gauntlet of Death from the Beyond after all. She knew the first person she’d send to the realm of Death with it. Why did he have to be so . . . 

Right.

Truth was, she couldn’t get over it. She didn’t know how to get over this feeling she had—this need—just to see Fire Guy again.

If carving his symbol into her skin didn’t bring him to her, what would? Judah was right. It was desperate. She was desperate. Even though she didn’t know him, not his true face or even his name, the thought of not being near him again made her feel like she was falling into a frozen, lightless place she might not be able to escape from, drowning all over again.

She didn’t know when it had happened, or how, but it was true; she was in love with him.

“What?” Judah said, eyes searching her face. “Nothing to say?”

“To you?” She turned away. “No.”




Chapter 35

April 16th

OKAY, SO SHE WAS MOPING.

She’d spent the rest of the day in her room, wallowing. After another shower which finally seemed to strip the last of the garbage stink away, she’d slipped into a tank top and flannel pajama bottoms and starting whittling.

At first, her hands had ached and protested, but after a while, they’d numbed. Her dad had checked on her a few times. He kept offering her food and asking if she was all right, but after all her noncommittal responses, he gave up.

As the night filled up the windows with darkness and the house grew quiet, curls of wood shavings accumulated on her bedroom floor. Most depressing was the fact that halfway through carving, she looked down and saw a mini-mask emerging—his mask. Or some version of it. She studied the features again. If they belonged to someone she knew, she couldn’t see it.

She set the carving aside, pulling her legs up and dropping her head to her knees. Judah had been right. She was obsessed. And it was pathetic.

Just when she was reaching for the light switch, ready to give in to another dream filled with falling—lately, it had been off the plateau and into the arms of Fire Guy, whom she was starting to believe she’d never see again—she felt a faint warmth, like fingertips skimming the symbol. Slowly, the warmth grew and spread.

Barefoot, she stepped over the pile of wood shavings and opened the outside door.

Her breath tremored in her lungs.

At the far end of the deck near the steps, Fire Guy stood, barely discernible from the shadows except for the flames in his eyes—pure blue.

She had to hold herself back from running to him. Walking seemed to take forever. Finally, she stood at the edge of the deck, slightly looking down at him. She didn’t know how she could’ve thought he was Beech. He was clearly taller, assuming that his height wasn’t exaggerated too much by the god’s guise. She had a sense though, that he wore the guise thinly. If she were right, then his height was much closer to . . . Russell’s.

Perspiration glazed over her, baking on her skin.

Neither of them said anything.

Finally, she asked, “Was it you?”

His eyes seemed to burn right through her. “What do you think?”

He didn’t sound happy. She started to lace her fingers together, but they ached from whittling so she pulled them apart.

Why should he have been happy? He’d told her he couldn’t see her anymore. He’d told her not to call him again. He’d told her she was threatening his control over the god. And what had she done? She’d cut his mark into her body, forcing him to take notice of her, forcing him to come to her, forcing him to grapple with the godly presence trying to seize hold of him.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

She reached for him. As her hand slipped through the heat of his guise, the smoke closed over her skin. The ache in her chest grew oppressive, so she could hardly breathe. Her fingers touched the bare skin of his bicep. He was letting her touch him. The ache inside of her wanted to believe it meant something.

“Thank you for telling Simone where to find me.”

He moved back. Her hand dropped away, feeling the chill air creeping in around her. Judah had been right. He wasn’t interested. She was making an idiot of herself. A strange sensation built around her eyes, pins and needles. Gods, was she finally going to cry?

Not now. Please.

Bad enough that her heart was in its death throes. The last thing she needed was for him to see her unleash years of built-up tears.

She looked away, towards the slim silhouettes of the cedars in the neighbor’s yard.

“I’m going to release you now,” he said.

She nodded, too focused on holding back the tears to speak.

“This is probably going to hurt,” he said.

She nodded again. It didn’t matter. She was already in the worst kind of pain she’d ever experienced. Worse even than her grief, because at least that was understandable. In some ways, grieving for her mom had made her feel stronger. It had given her purpose. Help Tessa. Stop the Earth Goddess. But this pain was nothing but confusion and senselessness, and it made her feel so weak. She could scarcely stand herself.

“I have to touch the symbol to remove it,” he said.

She didn’t know if he was preparing her or himself.

She set her teeth, tracing the peaks of the trees in a lame attempt to distract herself as his hand moved towards her and then touched her. His fingers grazed the skin below the hem of her tank top. She couldn’t help it, a jolt passed through her. She winced, hating her body for betraying her.

His movement became brusque, like a doctor examining a patient. His hand slid under her waist band and covered the symbol, pressing firmly. Nothing seemed to happen and then . . . 

She sucked a sharp breath as the heat was stolen from her.

Pain built under her skin and grew, like he was ripping away the undermost layer and vacuuming it out. She stumbled forward, grabbing his shoulder for support. Her legs trembled and gave out. He hooked her waist, holding her up. She bit down as the warmth drained from her. A low whimper escaped her, and then . . . it was over.

She sagged against him, panting and covered in cold sweat.

“Are you all right?” he asked, holding her, but just barely.

A cold sensation, like frozen razors, cut at her throat as she swallowed and pulled back, wobbling slightly. She let go of him.

“I’m fine,” she said, touching the spot where the symbol had been. It felt hollow and frozen. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” he said, like he was disgusted at the thought.

She took a sliding step back. “Are you all right?” she asked.

He was quiet. “What do you mean?”

“The god, he’s not in control?”

“If he were, do you think I would’ve been able to release you?”

She didn’t know what hurt more, the insinuation that the god still wanted her, or the implication that the summoner didn’t. In her mind, they were the same, even though she knew they weren’t and, in fact, was hoping that they never would be. She didn’t want the summoner to lose himself to the god, even if that meant that she could be with him.

She almost didn’t say it, because she knew how desperate it would sound, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

“I can help you,” she said. “I spent my entire life training to keep the Tripartite separate from myself. I could teach you what I learned. Once Tessa is better, she can take me to the island. The archives there . . . I’m sure I can find more information about manifestation, information that can help you maintain control.”

His flame-blue eyes swirled like vortices. “Why do you want to help me?”

“It’s my fault this is happening to you,” she said. “If I hadn’t made the mask in the first place—”

“Explain it to me,” he said abruptly.

She hugged herself. “Explain what?”

“How you could make a mask for me when you don’t know who I am?” he asked. “You know the mask looks just like me.”

“I know it must, but I—”

“Maybe it’s not that you don’t know who I am, Josie,” he said. “Maybe it’s that you don’t want to know who I am.”

“Are you saying I should know?”

Sudden flares licked over his body and then went out again as quickly as they had appeared.

“You want to help me?” he said in a low voice. “Leave me alone.”

He moved back, like he was getting clear of her to translocate.

She stepped to the very edge of the deck. “Why don’t you just tell me who you are?”

He hesitated. A faint crackle filled the silence between them.

“Do you have feelings for me, Josie?”

Her heart seized up. “Ah—”

“You do, don’t you?”

“I—”

“Why?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“What do you want me to say? How can I explain something I don’t understand myself?”

“It’s the god you want,” he said.

“No, it’s not,” she said before she knew what she was saying.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Why not?”

Another crackling silence followed her question.

Then he said, “It’s the god who wants you, Josie. Not me.”

Knife. Heart. Again.

She trembled. “I don’t believe you.”

He moved closer, close enough that the smoke of his guise swelled around her. His smoky scent, almost sweet, was like cherrywood burning. “When I showed up here tonight, what did you want to happen?”

She started to look away, but he caught her chin and held her face. His fingers were hard.

“I know what you wanted,” he said. He took his hand away.

“Why are you being like this?”

“You mean being who I am? Not like the fantasy you’ve been dreaming up in your head? What’s he like anyway? Some free-love punk like Beech?”

Did he know Beech? Did that mean he was part of their tribe after all?

“Tell me,” he said. “Really. I want to know. Who is fantasy man? What’s he like? What’s he ever done for you?”

Tears stung the rims of her eyes. It didn’t seem like there was anything she could say that would help the situation, but the words came out anyway, all on their own.

“He saved me.”

The flames in his eyes seemed to freeze mid-flicker.

“Every night,” she said, feeling like she was cutting herself open with each word, yet they kept slicing out of her. “Every night I’m falling, I’m drowning, I’m freezing, and . . .”—a tear fell, touching her lip, salty and hot. Just one, but it hurt as if she were sobbing rivers—“every night, you’re there.”

Unbidden, she leaned and kissed him. Gently, briefly. The guise between them was little more than a soft breath of warmth against her cheek. He didn’t kiss her back. But he didn’t turn away either. She pulled back, gazing into the blue fires of his eyes.

“I know it’s just a dream. I know it’s not real,” she said, heart catching in her throat, “but it feels real to me. So, thank you. Thank you for always being there to save me, even if it’s just in my dreams.”

He didn’t speak. He didn’t move.

She trembled all over. She wasn’t sure she could stand upright for much longer. She was ready to collapse, to fall down and break down and let go. She wasn’t the Triune. She never had been. She didn’t need to be strong. She didn’t have to put on a brave face. She didn’t need to put on any face but her own. If only she knew what that face looked like.

Maybe she could reach into the Beyond and find it, like she’d found the face of the mountain god. Maybe if she found her true face, she’d be able to see the face behind the fire god’s mask too.

She took a step back. Should she say goodbye? Or good luck? Or nice (not) knowing you? Or how about, thanks for breaking my heart; sorry for bothering you?

In the end, she decided it was better to just leave. Run away. As fast as she could.

She turned.

He grabbed her arm. Stepping up onto the deck, he pulled her to him.

He kissed her.

His mouth and hands were hungry on her, like they’d been craving her and were ravenous to taste her, to touch her.

And it felt wonderful to stop searching, to embrace the fire, to be consumed.

Heat and fire, that’s all she remembered.




A Simone Epilogue

May 1st
Two Weeks Later

“AGAIN?” SIMONE SAID, glancing over her shoulder at Kai, who was passed out on her bed, snoring softly. “That’s every night for the last two weeks,” she said into the phone. “Are you sure he’s in control?”

“Not really,” Josie said.

“Did you give him the instructions for the charm we found?” Simone asked, standing up and padding out of the bedroom.

“Yeah.”

“And? What did he say?” she asked as she walked down the stairs.

“We didn’t talk much.”

Simone flipped on the kitchen light. “I should be concerned, shouldn’t I?”

“Concerned about what?” That was Josie, master evader.

“Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened and then I can tell you how concerned I am,” Simone said as she pulled opened the freezer and took out the pint of chocolate cherry ice cream.

“You don’t have to be concerned.”

“Right. But do I need to make you an anti-pregnancy charm or what?” She set the pint on the counter and took out a spoon.

Silence.

She dropped the spoon. It clattered on the tile floor. “Josie! You’re not having—”

“No, I’m not . . . of course not.”

Simone frowned as she picked up the spoon. “Josie, I hate to be the one to say this to you, but you don’t even know who this guy is.”

“I know that.”

“Well?” She pried the lid off the container.

Josie sighed. “Well what?”

“You know what. It’s been weeks, why hasn’t he told you who he is? Hm? What does he have to hide?”

“I haven’t asked him to tell me.”

“So? And what?” Simone shook her head. “He should tell you whether you ask or not. And why haven’t you asked? Don’t you care?” She took a bite. Heaven in frozen chocolate form. Yum.

“It’s not that I don’t care, it’s just that . . .”

She took the spoon out of her mouth. “It’s just that you haven’t been talking much?

More silence. Simone could read Josie’s silences better than the top row of an eye chart:  E. Or in this case, yes.

“And just how little talking have you been doing?” Simone said. “How close to home are we?”

“I hate baseball analogies.”

“Second base?” Simone persisted.

“Which one’s that again?”

Simone stabbed her spoon into the ice cream. “You’re being deliberately obtuse, and as your best friend, I am offended. You are involved in a very serious intimate relationship with this guy, am I right?”

“I don’t know . . .”

“How intimate?”

“Not that intimate.”

“Like . . . shirt off, pants off intimate?”

More silence.

“Josie!”

“It just happened—”

“Underwear?”

“What about it?”

“On or off?”

Josie hesitated.

Simone dropped her head to the counter. “Josie . . .”

“What do you want me to say? We kiss and then there’s more kissing and things just . . .”

“Josie Day, I don’t believe you.” And she really couldn’t. She knew how quickly a relationship could progress when there were hot achy feelings involved, but Josie was usually such a control freak and so guarded. Yet she didn’t seem to have any defenses up against this mystery guy. It was like she was a completely different person with him.

“Don’t act so shocked. You and Kai are having sex.”

“Yeah, but big difference alert:  Kai and I. I know his name. I know what he looks like with his clothes off. You can’t even see this guy under his guise. He’s getting all the show and you’re getting nothing.”

“I wouldn’t say nothing.”

“Josie, I don’t want to be the party pooper, but you’re the one I care about, not this fire god or his summoner. It is my duty to point out to you how colossally weird it is that, considering how fast and hot this relationship is, he hasn’t decided to take the mask off.”

“I know who he is, Simone.”

“No, you guess who he is. And the only reason you guess that is because it’s who you want it to be,” Simone corrected in her sternest voice.

“I don’t want it to be Russell.”

“Yes, you do. How many times this week have we been to the archives?”

“That’s because I’m doing research.”

“Uh-huh, studying his face and hair and butt.”

“Which is why I’m sure it’s him.”

Simone frowned, poking at the ice cream listlessly. She hated to be the downer. “I’m not convinced it’s Russell.” She refrained from reminding Josie about the rumors concerning Russell. The latest being that he’d slept with Allison and then blown her off. Josie knew the rumors. She just didn’t seem to care. “It doesn’t make any sense—”

“Russell is the only one who does make sense. He knew I was repairing the mask, he knew where to find the mask after I’d repaired it—”

Simone tossed her spoon into the sink and jammed the lid back onto the container. “I guess.”

“Who else could it be?”

“Maybe he’s not part of our tribe at all.” Simone could hope. She really didn’t like Russell and not just because he was a player and had tortured Kai as a kid and had a beef with her brother . . . actually, those were her main reasons.

“Maybe.”

“Well . . . since you two are taking off so many articles of clothing, have you taken the time to check out his clothes? Do you recognize them? Do they tell you anything?”

“I haven’t been searching his pockets for his wallet, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Why not?”

“He’ll tell me when he’s ready, Simone.”

“Uh-huh.” Simone rolled her eyes as she put the ice cream away. Her appetite was gone. “Promise me you won’t go any further with him until you know his real identity, for sure.”

Josie hesitated again.

“Josie!”

“Okay. You’re right. I promise.”

Simone let out a breath. “I mean it.”

“So do I.”

From around the corner and down the stairs, she heard Judah call, “Simone?”

“I’d better go,” Simone said to Josie. “Text me in the morning. I would wish you sweet dreams, but I already know you’ll be having them.”

“Ha, ha.”

They hung up. Simone flicked off the light and peered down the dark basement steps.

“Judah?”

“Would you come down here?” he replied.

She plodded down the steps, which opened into the family room, squinting into the darkness.

“Judah?”

Before she could touch the light switch, a fire roared to life in the middle of the room. A human-shaped fire.

She gasped and stumbled, crashing onto her butt on the stairs and dropping her phone. The fire went out. The lights flipped on. Judah was standing over her.

“Are you all right?” he asked, helping her up to her feet.

“What the—”

Then she saw the mask in his hand. Her mouth fell open. She grabbed his wrist, lifting the mask up to get a better look at it. Black, clay, sharp-featured.

“It’s you?” She let go of his wrist. She surged up to her feet and smacked his arm, making her palm sting. “You’re the Fire Guy?”

He looked like he was ready to be smacked—or worse. He backed up and then turned into the family room. Dropping the mask on the table like a baseball mitt after a lost game, he flopped onto the sofa, running his hands over his face.

She snatched up her phone and stood at the end of the sofa, arms folded. Concern and fury battled to get out first. But shock wasn’t finished expressing itself.

“I don’t believe this,” she cried.

His hands fell into his lap. He stared at the mask as if he didn’t believe it either. He looked so miserable, concern won out over fury. She sat down next to him.

“Are you okay?” Panic’s turn. “Oh my gods, you’re becoming manifest. Oh my gods. Are you . . . you?”

“For the most part,” he said, sitting forward, twisting his fist against his palm. “But it’s getting harder . . . I think I need your help.”

She gripped his forearm. He’d always been warm, but was he warmer than usual? Or was it just her perception, now that she knew he was the Fire Guy?

“Of course I’ll help you, Judah, whatever I can do . . . oh gods, the charm. Josie gave you the instructions for a charm tonight. The one she found in the archives—”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper, holding it out to her. She took it and unfolded it, gazing down at Josie’s meticulously copied instructions. She’d taken a long time transcribing them as clearly as she could, so he wouldn’t have any trouble reading them.

“Think you can do it?” he asked.

“Maybe,” she said. “I still can’t believe this . . .” She set the paper on the table next to the mask and then whipped around and punched him in the arm. “You’re cheating on Tessa, with Josie! You—you—big jerk!”

He leaned back, not looking at her.

She stared at him. “Judah, that is just wrong and it’s not like you. And”—her face began to burn remembering everything Joise had said, or not said, which was saying enough—“what are you thinking?”

His forefinger and thumb rubbed his eyes.

“You have to break up with Tessa, and you need to tell Josie who you are. Or I will.”

“About that.” He took a leather cord from around his neck—not his usual grounding necklace, which was now wrapped around his wrist—and looped it over her head. She touched the stone and then, realizing what it was, wished she hadn’t. A secret-keeping charm. Now that she’d touched it, she was bound to keep his secret. “Judah . . .”

“You can’t tell anyone,” he said. “Especially not her.”

Simone leaned towards him. “Her name is Josie, and you have been doing some very . . . naughty things with her.”

He glanced at her from the corner of his eyes. “What did she tell you?”

“More than enough now that I know who she’s been doing them with. And you’re still with Tessa too. Ew and—” She hit him again.

“Tessa and I haven’t been—” He stopped himself. “She’s too busy studying to be the Triune.”

“Oh, so you decided you’re just going to screw around with her sister until she has more free time, is that it?”

“No.”

“I hope not.”

“I’m going to deal with this, Simone.”

“You bet your keister you are, mister.”

“Just make the charm.”

“Why don’t you make it? You’re better at charms than I am.”

“No, I’m not,” he said. “You surpassed me a long time ago.”

She couldn’t help but feel a little flattered. Judah didn’t hand out compliments unless he meant them. And he was, actually, a very skilled charm-maker, just like their mom.

“And this one’s too important,” he said. “It could really help me . . . clear up some things.”

Again, concern took over. “Are you really okay?” she asked.

“I think so but . . .” He pushed up from the couch and walked to the hidden minifridge in one of the cabinets.

“But Josie,” she finished for him.

He pulled out a bottle of water, not answering as he chugged the bottle empty.

Simone covered her hands with her face and pounded the floor with her feet. “Judah, she is so in love with you.”

He wiped his mouth. “She told you that?”

“She didn’t have to tell me. It’s obvious. Do you think she would do all the things she’s doing with you if she weren’t?”

“How would I know?”

“Judah!”

His face darkened. “Besides, she doesn’t know who she’s in love with—”

“Because you haven’t told her who you are.”

“Don’t you think she could’ve figured it out, if she really wanted to?”

“She’s been trying to figure it out and she’s convinced it’s . . .” She choked up on the name.

His eyes narrowed. “Who?”

She pursed her lips.

“Simone—”

She let out a growl. “Russell! Okay? She thinks it’s Russell.” She slumped. “I’m sorry.”

He thumped the stainless steel bottle onto one of the book shelves, shaking his head. “Russell. Right. That’s exactly my point. She doesn’t want it to be me, Simone. She’d rather it be anyone but me. Even . . . Russell.” He spat the name like it was full of rat poison.

“Well, maybe if you hadn’t been so mean to her . . . gods, that’s what all the fighting was about, wasn’t it? You’ve had feelings for her the whole time, and you couldn’t deal with them like a grown-up.”

“I wasn’t fighting with her. I was telling her the truth, and you saw how well she reacted to it.”

“That’s because you told it to her like a big meanie head.”

“It’s because I told it to her, Simone. She doesn’t want to hear anything I have to say. The last two weeks, she hasn’t even spoken to me when I’m not in possession. When I’m at the house as myself, she pretends I’m not there.”

“That’s because you’re her sister’s boyfriend. Why should she talk to you? When was the last time you even said hello to Kai?”

“That’s different.”

“Not for her. It’s only different for you because you know the truth. Judah, that’s not fair.”

He crossed his arms. “You’re right. That’s why I’m ending it.”

Her mouth dropped open. “What? No.”

“I have to.”

“You can’t do that to her.”

“Simone, I need to. I didn’t want this to happen, but . . . everything gets so fucked up when I’m around her. I can’t tell which thoughts are mine and which are his.” He gestured to the mask. “Once you finish the charm, if it works, it should allow me to create a barrier between myself and the god. I need to stay away from Josie if I want to get this under control.”

“I know you have to do it, but . . . Josie.”

He was staring at the ground, stubborn-faced.

“I know you’re struggling”—she choked a little—“to keep your soul. I will do whatever I can to help you. But do you seriously expect me to believe that it’s only the god who wants to be with Josie? Now that I know what you’ve been doing with her, and the way you’ve been acting these last few months—”

He scowled. “What way?”

“Like a jerk! That’s not like you, Judah. I mean, it is like you, a little bit, but I never understood why you were extra mean to Josie all the time—”

“I am not—”

“Yes, you are. You push her. You’ve been pushing her, way before you took possession of that.” She pointed to the mask. “You’re like an eight-year-old on the playground who can’t tell a girl he likes her so he shoves her down instead.”

He shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I don’t, huh? Why haven’t you told Josie the truth?”

“I’m not talking about this with you, Simone.”

“Yes, you are! You’re about to break my best friend’s heart.”

“She’ll get over it.”

She stood up, rigid and scowling. “How long have you known you were going to stop seeing her?”

He glanced away from her.

“You were with her tonight,” she said. “Like, an hour ago. And you knew you were going to end it, didn’t you?” She snatched the paper off of the coffee table and shook it at him. “You are so lucky that you are my brother; otherwise, I might say some very not nice things to you right now.” She stormed to the stairs, but then stopped and turned back to him. “The next time you see Josie, if she says that you even shook her hand, you will be in so much trouble.”

“I’m not going to see her again,” he said.

“You have to. You have to tell her in person.”

He continued to stare at the floor.

She stepped back down into the family room. “Judah, you can’t just . . . disappear. She loves you.”

His voice was as hard as his face. “Not me, Simone. The god. I’m not disappearing. I’ll still be here. I’ve been here the whole time. She just hasn’t wanted to see me.” He scooped up the mask and it vanished. He did have a secret stash. He must’ve made the charm himself. He walked by her towards his bedroom.

“You’re just going to leave her without saying goodbye or anything? How can you do that?”

He stopped at his bedroom door. “I can’t see her while I’m in possession again. If I do, I won’t be able to . . .” His voice broke up, but he cleared his throat. “There’s a mission leaving next Friday, three weeks in the Rockies. I’m going. Think you can have the charm finished by then?”

Seven days?

“I’ll try,” she said. “But you have to—”

The door closed behind him.

She trudged back up the stairs and into her room. She sat on the edge of the bed, staring between the charm instructions and her phone. Kai rolled over and touched her back.

“Something up?” he asked in a sleepy mumble.

She shook her head, running her thumb over her phone’s screen.

“Expecting a call?” he asked.

“No,” she said.

In fact, she was wishing she could make a call. She wished she could call Josie and tell her the truth.

Judah was the Fire Guy.

And he was about to break her heart.
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Chapter 1

Don’t give up, Olli. Don’t. Give. Up. 

Her annoying inner voice kept up the mantra, propelling her forward. Her legs burned and begged for mercy, plotting to give out before she reached the top of the hill.

“Stupid voice,” she panted. “I don’t know why I listen to you.”

For the last three weeks, she’d ridden her bike to her babysitting job. And every morning, she’d walked up the steepest hill. Her brother, Nate, always gave her crap about how weak and out-of-shape she was. Actually, he said, she did have a shape—a stick-shape. She should’ve been immune to his taunting, but instead she’d been riled. She’d made up her mind to bike this stupid hill and she was going to do it. But at the moment, she cursed her own stubborn determination.

She’d heard that Mississippi was hot, but this wasn’t hot—this was hot’s sweatier, uglier cousin. Overnight, summer had rolled into town. Haze smothered the skinny pines looming over the narrow blacktop road. A damp, slow-rot stench clung to the air and stuck in her lungs. And the sun wasn’t even up yet.

Worse, the insects seemed to love the heat. Her skin itched thinking about the multitude of bugs scurrying through the trees. Their noise was deafening:  a virtual insect symphony, performing the soundtrack for the tale of a downtrodden young woman sent to live with her grandparents only to tragically drown in her own sweat while feebly attempting to stick it to her little brother. The tiny cricket violins rose to a pathetic crescendo . . . No, wait, that was a car engine. 

She glanced over her shoulder, but the road was dark. She kept pedaling. So close to the top of the hill and yet . . . not.

“This isn’t Horizon Creek”—salty rivulets ran into her mouth—“it’s one of the rings of hell. Next door to Sisyphus,” she grunted with each rocking rotation of the pedals. “Sisyphus’s sauna.”

At the top of the hill—take that, Nate!—she put her foot down and looked back again.

A car swooped up the hill. Blue-white lights blinded her.

The car flew by, inches away. Displaced air crashed against her in a whirling wave. She gasped and flinched. The bike banged into her thigh, knocking her off balance. She reeled back, fighting to stay upright.

Then she tumbled, down and down and down.

Bumping through weeds, biting her tongue, bouncing over a rock—or two—smashing her elbow, scraping her knees, swearing and crying out in alternating bursts until . . . at last . . . she landed.

Sprawled amongst the weeds alongside the road, her entire body throbbed. Above her, dawn’s light crept into the sky, a feeble gray. 

Groaning, she rolled onto her side and gazed up at the top of the hill. 

She flopped onto her back again with a grimace and a huff. “Being Sisyphus sucks.”

Long silent parts of her body complained as she pushed upright. Then she noticed the car. A gleaming black four-door, more like a sports car than a sedan, slammed to a stop in the middle of the road.

The driver shoved his door open and rushed to her. He crouched on the road’s edge. His hands hovered at either side of her like she might fall over again. Mingled aromas of fresh coffee and leather wafted off of him.

“Oh, guards. I—I—didn’t see you. What are you doing out here?” he asked.

Her head spun, more from a boiling surge of anger than the fall. What kind of question was that? As if she wasn’t supposed to be . . . Where was she again? Oh, yeah. Horizon Creek, Mississippi.

She blinked furiously and did her best to focus her glare on him, but her vision bobbled like she was still tumbling. She pressed the heel of her hand into her temple and closed her eyes.

“I didn’t expect anyone to be out here,” he said, straddling apologetic and defensive, which she found annoying. 

As far as she was concerned his first words should have been I’m sorry. A few adjectives would have helped too, like desperately, deeply, very, very. Instead, he repeated his first question, “What are you doing out here?”

She took a deep breath, rubbing her grit-crusted forehead, checking for blood, or worse, bugs. “Trying out for the part of a hit-and-run victim. How am I doing?”

His tone darkened. “I didn’t hit you. You were just—and I was . . .”

Opening her eyes again, her glare finally fixed on him as he ran his hands over his face and glanced towards the top of the hill, squinting as if trying to replay what had happened. 

Two things struck her. One, why did he have to be attractive? Attractive in a long black hair, deep dark eyes, tall and handsome, moody romantic drama way? Even his dark T-shirt and jeans combo somehow contributed to his flutter-inspiring look. And two, she recognized him. 

She didn’t know him, exactly. But she’d seen his picture. Olli’s young charge, Farren, chattered nonstop about her eighteen-year-old twin brothers. She was giddy for their return from boarding school. Farren had gone to their graduation weeks before, but her brothers had stayed to join their friends on a yacht or something like that. But apparently, they were home now.

Olli sighed, resigned to the awkwardness. Setting her teeth against the pain from the stinging wounds on her knees, she stood. She beat back her ridiculous concern over how terrible she looked—skin coated in grime, ponytail askew and afrizz, blood oozing from various wounds.  

He stood when she did, watching her with wariness, like she might attack him. He wasn’t much taller, but she was pretty tall—freakish, was the word Nate used.

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

“We mortals tend to do that,” she muttered, not as sharply as she’d meant to. She picked twigs and grass from her scraped elbow. Her knees were both bleeding, angry-red and raw. Seeing them, somehow, made them hurt more.

She glanced up the hill to the fallen Schwinn—a long climb with injured knees.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Look, I’m . . .” Smoldering’s eyes narrowed again, his head tilted. “Do I know you?”

Why was he still here? Like she didn’t feel gross enough without Handsome standing there staring at her? 

Nothing she could do about it now. She had to introduce herself sometime. She wiped her hand off on her shorts and held it out. 

“Olli Speare,” she said, looking him right in the eye, no matter how much it made her blush. Her mom had always taught her to look at a person directly when introducing herself.

His eyes were long and heavily fringed, just like his little sister’s. 

“You’re a Speare?” His gaze raked over her, up and down.

Not helping with the awkwardness, Handsome. Thanks.

“Yes, I’m a Speare.”

Why did people keep asking her that? Okay, she had her mom’s lean build, hazel eyes, and streaks of blond in her hair. But she had her father’s dark honey coloring and full mouth. Still, no one seemed to recognize any of her father in her. Nate, on the other hand, was greeted by every stranger with things like, “You must be Archie’s son,” and “I’d know a Speare anywhere.” Except they didn’t seem to know her. When she told them who she was, they gave her the same look that she was getting from Tall, Dark, and Smoldering now—skepticism.

She braced herself for the next comment she was used to receiving, something about how her mom was from out-of-town and how Olli must take after her. Her, they always said, like her mother had committed some offense by being born outside of Horizon Creek.

But Smoldering didn’t make any such remark. Nor was he shaking her hand. Not that she could blame him considering the sweat and dirt. She let her hand fall. 

She glanced back up the hill and then behind her. 

So awkward. Need to escape. 

She could disappear into the trees—if they weren’t so bug-filled and gloomy and foreboding . . . Where was the sun already?

Was it her imagination or had the drone of insects disappeared? She listened harder. No chirping, no buzzing, no crick-crick-cricking, but there was a sound . . .

“You’re the one who’s been watching my sister,” he said as if suddenly realizing.

“Uh-huh.”

. . . a sound like running water, except the river was too far away to hear, wasn’t it?

She peered into the trees. The shadows between them seemed to grow darker. The sun had to rise soon, didn’t it? Maybe she was about to faint. Except she didn’t feel faint. She felt more alert than any sixteen-year-old had the right to be at six a.m. In fact, everything appeared ultra-crisp. As she gazed into the forest, her vision grew sharp enough to peel shadows apart. A prickle buzzed under her skin. All her aches and pains vanished.

“She said you’re reading her The Lord of the Rings—” 

Was he still talking? She strained to hear over him . . . Was there a stream nearby? 

“I don’t know if your CV includes working with many seven-year-olds, but don’t you think she’s too young—”

“Shut up,” she murmured.

“What?”

Why was it so quiet? No bugs, no birds, just a weird sort of . . . whisper-whisper.

Her chest tightened around her heart.

Deep in the trees, a shadow moved. 

No, it darted. 

Snap, crunch, crunch, crunch.

Her hand slammed into Handsome’s chest, pushing him away from the tree line.

He stumbled back. “Wha—”

“Get in the car.” She barely heard herself. All of her attention was fixed on the trees. Her eyes searched. Her ears ached. Nothing. No movement. No whisper-whispers.

“Why?” he asked from behind her.

Clenched as tight as a fist, breath shallow and rapid, she combed the thin understory of the pine stand, hunting shadows. And then . . . it passed. The surge of adrenaline subsided, the shadows blended together again, the bugs resumed their whining concert, and all she felt was . . . stupid.





Chapter 2

“Want to tell me what that was about?” he asked as they drove the remaining distance to his house.

Hugging her backpack to her chest, she continued to stare straight ahead. If she’d been uncomfortable before, she was now exploring terrible new depths of the sensation. The interior of his car was pristine, black leather with a soft sheen. At once inviting and repulsive to a girl covered in dirt and blood and sweat. But she couldn’t say no when he’d offered to drive her. They were going to the same place, and she was clearly injured.

Worsening her discomfort, the shadowy confines wrapped around them like an embrace, seeming to pull them so close she feared if she moved, she’d smear blood on him. She sat as still as possible with her tatty backpack, which he’d retrieved from the basket of the Schwinn. When she’d wondered aloud if it was okay to leave the bike on the side of the road, he’d given her a strange look. “No one will take it,” he’d said. “Hardly anyone comes this way except family.”

True. As far as she could tell the only people who lived on this side of the bridge were his family, the Gates. She had never even passed anyone else on the road, not one of the gardeners or maids, or Peter, the family’s personal chef. She supposed Smoldering had been speeding because he hadn’t expected to meet anyone on the road. 

“Did you see something?” he pressed.

Why was he driving so slowly now? Did he think it would make up for his speeding earlier?

“Something?” Playing dumb was all she could think to do to end the conversation.

How could she speak while drowning in embarrassment? What was wrong with her? She’d shoved him. And why? She didn’t know.

When she thought about it, all she could come up with was a vague sense that she’d needed to protect him. But why and from what, she had no idea and really didn’t want to linger on the subject. She made it a policy not to dwell on things she couldn’t change. Nothing you can do? Then move on. That was her motto. Whatever had happened, it had been weird, and now, thankfully, it was over. If only he would let it be over.

“If you saw something, you need to tell me,” he said.

“I didn’t see anything,” she said, except—

“Except . . .”

What was he? A mind reader?

“Except nothing,” she insisted. “I fell. I must’ve hit my head a dozen times. I’m probably concussed. I’m sorry I pushed you. I really didn’t mean to, honestly.”

“It’s only been a few months. These things don’t always show themselves right away, ya? If you saw something, if you felt something, you need to tell me.”

Did her head hurt because she’d fallen, or because she didn’t understand anything Handsome had just said?

She turned towards him. “A few months since what? What things?”

He frowned, still watching the road. “You are a Speare?”

“You already asked me that. Yes, I’m a Speare. So I’m not short and burly. Do I need to wear a nametag?”

He tapped his thumbs on the steering wheel. “Do you know where my parents are?”

“Hope said they’re on . . . What’s it called? Sabbatical. Somewhere.”

He looked at her from the corner of his eyes. “You’re a Speare?”

She resisted the urge to shove him again. “Which one are you?” she asked.

“Which one?”

“You’re one of the twins, right?”

His lips pursed, as if he found her question distasteful. “Brend.”

“Brend. And the other one’s Roper. Is he back home now too?”

He slid her a suspicious glance. “Yes.”

“You’re not identical, are you?”

“No.”

“Good.” She sat back fully—to hell with his upholstery.

He slowed the car to a crawl as they turned and rolled past the open iron gates to his family’s house. If house is a word that can be applied to a mini-palace.

Weary-looking pines stood behind the fifteen-foot-high fence, shielding the house. Three weeks ago, when Daniel, her cousin, had first circled up the driveway to the front step, she’d thought he’d been pulling a prank on her. She hadn’t even believed it was a house. It looked more like a postmodern museum.

A glass dome rose above the roofline, a glittering crystal swell. The front windows were small, geometric portholes. Faced with white stone, the house was low-slung and appeared to be one long single-story building. In fact, numerous floors, visible from the back of the house, tiered down the hillside in a cascade of white boxes. She’d never seen anything quite like it.

Then, when she’d realized that Horizon Creek was much too small to have a postmodern museum, much less one of massive size, she’d thought her grandparents had been mistaken. Whoever owned this house did not want her watching their kid. They could afford to send away for a proper nanny, one with a magic umbrella and a carpet bag.

That first time, she’d almost been too intimidated to ring the bell. At the moment, she couldn’t wait to go inside, away from the strange tension warming her in spite of the icy air blasting out of the vents.

The car stopped behind a daisy-yellow moped belonging to the family’s personal chef. The engine continued to purr, idling. The doors remained locked.

Brend slid back in his seat and faced her. He held her gaze for a few seconds. Somehow, instead of inspiring more awkwardness, his gaze chased away her discomfort. She forgot about the grime and the blood. She forgot he’d almost hit her—and still hadn’t apologized. She forgot that she’d shoved him for no reason. And in those brief breaths, she felt oddly, completely, at ease. The kind of quiet comfort she hadn’t yet experienced in Horizon Creek—or anywhere—but had hoped for ever since she’d learned she was moving back. 

“Farren seems to like you,” he said.

“I like her.”

He smiled a little. “I think I like you too,” he said. “Speare.”

He turned off the engine, unlocked the doors, and left her sitting there, dumbfounded and seized, once more, by awkward girl feelings.
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He held the doors open for her, the car door and the front door. A small courtesy she couldn’t help but find charming. Stupid girl feelings.

Once they entered the foyer, the house opened up. Overhead, glass panels arched, filling with pale morning light almost as white as the sprawling marble tiles underfoot. The first time she’d seen the interior it had struck her as over-bright and austere. But over the last few weeks, she’d learned to appreciate the clean lines and white spaces. Still, she found the extreme lack of decoration odd. A few family photos hung here and there; otherwise, the walls were bare. She’d always imagined people with wealth spent money on art and vases and busts. But what did she know about how wealthy people lived? The Gateses were the first truly wealthy people she’d ever known.

For a moment, she stood inside the door, soaking in the chill of the air conditioning and the calm of the house.

A rapid stomp, stomp, stomp broke her meditation. 

Frazzled and bleary-eyed, even more than usual, Hope stormed up the steps from the front room into the foyer. She was supposed to be at the hospital early, which is why Olli had left before dawn, but Hope was still in her spandex workout clothes.

“Where have you been?” she shouted at Brend. “I’ve been up all night.”

Brend hung back behind Olli’s shoulder. But she wasn’t feeling any desire to protect him now. She hadn’t known his aunt very long, but Olli had never seen the doctor’s veins pop the way they were now. Though petite, Hope was all compact muscle, like a little bulldog. When not at the hospital, she sweated away the hours on the treadmill in her room. Farren said Hope ran to clear her head, but as far as Olli could tell, it didn’t seem to be working. Dr. Hope always seemed preoccupied. 

“I told you where I was going,” Brend said.

The vein in Hope’s forehead bulged. “You didn’t,” she said through her teeth.

Olli sidled towards the wall, out of the line of fire. She slipped into the formal front room, edging past the ultra-modern white leather sofa and the skeletal wooden chairs. She didn’t want to get blood on anything if she could help it. 

Brend growled, “I’ll do what I have to do.”

“Brend!”

“I didn’t see her, okay?”

Olli frowned over her shoulder, though she couldn’t see Brend or his aunt as she passed through the wide threshold into the kitchen. Their voices dropped to angered hisses and whispers behind her. Brend and his brother must’ve gotten back sometime over the weekend. So they’d only been in town a couple of days at most. She wondered what he’d done in the last forty-eight hours to push Hope to this frothing state, and just who this mysterious “her” was.

As she winced her way down the steps into the kitchen, Peter shut the refrigerator door and lifted a pierced, manicured eyebrow at her. 

“I hope you gave that hussy a whoopin’,” he said.

She dumped her backpack on the floor and limped around the massive slab of granite that was truly big enough to be called an island, pulling herself onto one of the stools. “Huh?”

Peter leaned his thick, tattooed arms on the countertop. A field of white flowers cuffed one. The entire Looney Tunes cast graced the other. His brown eyes were warm as a teddy bear’s. But he was as big as a real bear, tall and broad. His black hair was shaved on the sides. The top sculpted and highlighted. 

 “It means, I hope whoever did this to you looks worse than you do,” he said, leaving off his Southern accent as he translated. He was the only person she’d met in Horizon Creek who sounded, even remotely, like how one might expect a Southerner to sound, but he only seemed to do it to scandalize everyone else. Farren giggled uncontrollably every time Peter said anything in his Southern drawl. 

“I didn’t get into a fight,” she said. “I fell.”

He tapped his phone screen rapidly as she spoke. 

“Fell?” he said, finally setting aside the phone with a roll of his eyes. “Honey-pie, that is not a Speare-worthy story.” He bent, opened a cabinet, and came back up with a first aid kit. “You have to take care of that yourself,” he said, pushing the white box across the dark stone towards her. “I do not do blood.”

“You’re a chef,” she said, taking the kit.

“Human blood,” he amended. “Did you fall off that disaster you call a bicycle?” He picked up his phone again. Before she could answer, he said, “I’m making a grocery list if you think of anything.” He eyed her with a grin. “You’ve been putting on weight in all the right places since you’ve been getting fed proper.”

She ripped open a disposable alcohol package. “Aren’t you gay?”

“Yes, gay, not blind.” He winked.

Her cheeks flushed. 

A thud, like a door slamming, or being kicked, made her jump and drained the warmth from her. 

Brend shouted. “She should’ve said something! She—she shouldn’t have done it!”

“Keep your voice down!”

Peter tsked, shaking his head and crossing his arm over his blinding-white chef’s coat, while his thumb moved over the screen of his phone. “That boy . . .” 

“What did he do?” She sucked air through her teeth as she dabbed at her scraped arms with the alcohol pad.

Peter’s cheeks drew in. “Did you meet him?”

“Yes. He’s the reason I fell.” She grimaced. As the alcohol sting tingled up her arm, little sparks of pain popped across the back of her neck. 

“The reason you fell?” Peter repeated with a widening grin, a mischievous glint in his eye. 

She frowned. “Why are you smiling?”

He straightened his mouth. “No reason. But I don’t guess it’s every day that our young Master Brend finds himself a long-legged, green-eyed vixen come home ’cross the river, and a Speare to boot.”  

She laughed. “I’m not a vixen.”

He leaned on the counter again, dropping his voice to confidential levels. “Darling, you have a complexion like my browned butter frosting, a figure that just keeps getting better, and a face that, as my Grammy would say, ‘Would break open the gates.’ Put your books down once in a while and take a good look in the mirror, because I can promise you that that boy”—he pointed in the direction of the foyer—“sees everything I do, plus some. And he is drama that one, so you better prepare yourself. Besides, you’re already bleedin’. So it is too late for you, missy.”

Before Ollie could ask him what he meant, a shrill pixie voice interrupted. 

 “Olli! What happened?” Her bare feet slapped the tile. Her long black hair flew behind her, bed-tangled. “Oh my guards!” She covered her Cupid’s bow mouth, her doe eyes widening as she took in Olli’s dirt-and-blood smeared body. Peter could say what he wanted, but the way Farren looked at her made her feel like a corpse who’d just clawed her way out of a fresh grave.

“It’s all right, really,” Olli said to her, but her outburst had drawn Hope from the foyer.

“Farren, what is wrong?” she asked.

Farren pointed, causing the ruffles of her violet nightgown to swing around her. “Look at Olli! She’s hurt!”

Hope finally seemed to see Olli. The bulging vein and boiling sheen over her eyes vanished, replaced once again by that cool, professional façade that was always a bit elsewhere. “Oh, Olli . . .” Hope hurried to Olli.

Brend appeared in the threshold. He scowled at Hope’s back. Hard edges of anger framed his face, along with his shoulder-length hair. He met Olli’s gaze and—maybe it was just her imagination—some of the hardness seemed to relent. 

Peter let out a soft um-hmm and tucked his phone in the pocket of his loose chef’s pants. He winked at Olli, who only then realized that she was as warm as browned butter. “Bring down the Gates, girl.”

“What’s that, Peter?” Hope asked as she picked through the first aid kit. 

“Nothing, Dr. Hope,” he said, resuming his drawl. “I’ll be back by later. Have a good day y’all.” He scooped up his white helmet dotted with yellow daises and headed towards the front door. As he passed Brend, Olli swore she heard him say, 

“Like browned butter frosting.”

Whether he did or not, Olli’s face burned. Hope snapped on some gloves from the first aid kid and set about cleaning and disinfecting Olli’s wounds. Farren hopped up onto the stool next to Olli’s.

“What happened?” Hope asked a few moments later.

“I was almost hit by a car,” Olli explained.

“My car,” Brend offered from the opposite side of the kitchen island, where he’d made a French press coffee while Olli grimaced and sucked sharp breaths under Hope’s disinfecting ministrations. Farren and Hope stared at him.

“Your car?” Hope repeated.

“You hit Olli!” Farren’s round cheeks flared pink.

“Only almost.” Olli smiled thinly at him.

He raised his eyebrows as if to say, Oh, is that how you want it? But too quickly dark shadows swallowed the glint in his eyes. “Something happened afterwards.”

“What happened?” Farren asked.

He took a sip of coffee and then said softly, “Olli saw something.”

Olli scowled at him. “No, I didn’t.”

“It scared her,” he said, not only like she wasn’t there, but also like it was fact and not something she’d imagined. Why was he telling them about this? Did he want them to think she was crazy? Hope would probably make her go to the hospital for a CT scan and a psychiatric evaluation. “She tried to protect me from it,” he added.

“From what?” Farren asked in a tiny voice.

“You did?” Hope said, giving Olli an odd look. Odd only because she didn’t seem to think the incident called for lengthy medical testing.

“Nothing. No,” Olli insisted, shaking her head.

“Yes, she did,” the handsome jerk contradicted.

“What was it?” Farren demanded, slapping her hand on the counter, looking from Olli to Brend and back. When neither of them answered, she recoiled. A worried line creased her brow.

Olli touched Farren’s knee gently. “It was nothing.”

This time Brend didn’t argue. His eyes stayed on Hope. “What’s going on?”

Hope’s broad face tightened. “Later.”

“Why doesn’t she know?”

His tone even caused Olli to pull back for a moment. She couldn’t imagine speaking to any of the adults in her world the way he spoke to his aunt—like he was the adult.

“Not now,” Hope sighed, dropping the last of the bloodied pads into the garbage.

In spite of the returned tension, Olli had to ask, “What don’t I know?” 

Farren chewed her lip, kicking her legs faster and faster. 

Brend continued to frown at Hope. Hope tore open a bandage to place on Olli’s forearm, though the bleeding had already stopped.

“Wait.” Olli laid her hand on Hope’s arm. “What don’t I know?”

“We’re not supposed to tell you,” Farren blurted out, clapping her hand over her mouth even as the last word left it. Hope shot her a warning look.

“Why not?” Brend asked again.

“I said later,” Hope growled.

“Why—”

“She’s not from here,” Hope said.

“Who decided that?” he demanded.

“That’s not your concern.”

“Yes, it is,” he said. “You should’ve seen her—”

Olli stiffened. “What does that mean?”

Hope leaned over the counter, blocking Farren from Olli’s view, to point a finger at Brend. “Booker made a promise.”

Brend leaned in too, apparently unthreatened by his aunt’s sharp gesture. “She’s a Speare. She tried to protect me. You know what that—”

“I don’t know anything and neither do you.” Hope’s hand and voice dropped, but she was no less threatening. “It’s not your place to question Booker. Besides,”—she stripped her gloves off and tossed them into the trash—“it’s been three months. I’m sure it was nothing. It would be better if you forget about it.”

“Hello. I’m still here, remember?” Olli interjected, head reeling as she tried to make sense of the conversation. “Want to fill me in?”

“It’s not better,” he said. “What if something happens? What if—”

“What if the Dowager finds out?” Hope’s question chilled the room. Even Farren, who seemed to be in perpetual motion, froze.

“No, she can’t,” Farren squeaked. She looked a Brend, pleading. “Don’t let her take Olli.”

“Take me?” Olli asked. “What does that mean?” Again, she was ignored.

“I won’t,” Brend said to Farren, softly. Then he turned to Hope. “I know what I saw.” He dumped his coffee in the sink, clunked his cup down on the counter, and stormed to the glass wall overlooking the pool. He yanked open the patio door. “I’m going to talk to Booker.”

“Brend! It’s not going to change anything!” Hope hurried after him. 

Before Olli could say anything, Farren jumped down from her stool and ran through the adjoining family room. She darted around the leather sectional, hands over her ears.

“I have to use the toilet! Don’t ask me any questions!”





Chapter 3

Brend flopped onto the teak lounger next to her. 

Overhead, clouds puddled in a flame-blue sky. The air smelled baked and chlorinated.  Under the umbrella, it was almost cool. Beyond the pool, down the hillside, past the fence, the trees—so green they looked wet to the touch—were pocked by shadows. No matter how many times she forced her eyes back to the page in front of her, they kept wandering back to those distant dark patches—searching.

“I’m sorry about earlier,” he said. 

She dropped her book into her lap. “You mean for contradicting me in front of your aunt? I told you I didn’t see—”

“Olli! Olli! Watch this!” Farren called as she took yet another graceful dive from the end of the spring board.

“Good form, Farren!” Brend called when she surfaced. 

A grin spread over Farren’s face. She sank back under the water. 

He slid to the edge of his chair, so his knees touched Olli’s lounger. A sudden intense expression overtook his face. 

“I meant I’m sorry for almost hitting you and for making you fall. It was an accident. My mind was elsewhere . . . but I should’ve been paying more attention. Friends?”

He held out his hand, finally offering to shake hers, like he should’ve done back on the road. For a second, she considered leaving him hanging the way that he’d done to her, but she wasn’t much for holding grudges or for petty vindictiveness. Besides, he seemed sincere.  

She put her hand into his.

He turned the back of her hand up and brushed his lips against her skin.  

She attempted to cap the heat-gush flooding up her arm, but it was useless. If anyone else had kissed the back of her hand she probably would’ve screamed for the nearest cop, but somehow, he made it seem chivalrous and gentlemanly and sweet. 

Slowly, she withdrew her hand from his, glad she’d washed the dirt and grit off. She’d gone ahead and changed too. She always brought an extra set of clothes just in case. Not that she had many to bring.

“Okay,” she said when her voice came back to her. “Now that we’re friends, how about telling me what you and Hope were talking about earlier?”

He watched Farren rising and diving, rising and diving. “Tell me what you saw in the woods.”

“I didn’t see anything.” Annoyance rising. “Why don’t you believe me?”

“Because you thought you saw something.”

She threw her hands up in the air. “Fine, yes. I thought I saw something. So what? It doesn’t mean something was actually out there.” She twisted her ponytail around her hand. “And even if there was, it was probably a deer or a boar or an armadillo or whatever. I’m from the city.” She flung her hair back over her shoulder. “What do I know about all the weird animals around here?”

He reclined and slid his hands behind his head. His face sank past her shoulder, forcing her to turn to see him. He closed his eyes. “And when you saw this weird animal, what was your first instinct?”

“Club you over the head and leave you for dead . . . Wait, what was the question?”

He smiled. 

Annoyance diving. 

“You’re cute when you’re annoyed,” he said.

Rising. “You can’t even see me.”

“I’m seeing you.”

Stay focused. Not at all flustered. 

How could he get away with saying things like that? And why, instead of making her want to hit him, did it make her stomach all knotty? She liked nice, normal, level-headed guys, not brooding, arrogant, rich boys. Yet reminding herself of this did not make the feelings go away. 

“You’re avoiding my question,” she said, refocusing. “Why were you and Hope fighting? What don’t I know? Did you see something in the woods?”

His smile faded. “No, I didn’t.” His broad chest rose and fell heavily. 

How could he stand to wear such a dark T-shirt in this heat? All she wore was a tank top and shorts, and she was sweating through the cotton. So much for clean clothes. 

“I wish I could tell you, Speare. I really do, but I can’t. My brother made a promise. We change our name to Mum for the new girl.”

“A promise about what? What am I not supposed to know?”

“Don’t tell her!” Farren popped up, big eyes peering over the edge of the pool. She sank lower when Olli shot her an irritated look. “Sorry, Olli. But we promised.”

“Booker promised,” he said. 

“It’s the same thing,” Farren said.

He propped himself up on his elbows. “I know what a promise is.”

Farren’s head sank, but the water rippled where she bobbed, just out-of-sight. 

“I also know what it isn’t.” He snagged The Hobbit from Olli’s lap, glanced at the cover, and then tossed it over his shoulder. The paperback somersaulted and then plunked onto the concrete behind them.

She shot up. “Hey!” 

“Don’t waste your time.” He leaned back again. “Try local history instead.”

“Sounds boring.” She retrieved the book. Thankfully, the pages weren’t bent. “That was rude.”

“Forget the book, Speare. It’s not important.”

“Maybe not to you, but my dad—” She bit her lip, running her hand over the cover. It wasn’t her dad’s. She knew that. She’d heard people say songs and smells triggered memories. But she didn’t have melodies or scents. All she had was the knowledge her dad had loved Tolkien. She didn’t even remember how she’d come by it, since her mom never talked about him. But when grief-time came around, the books were there. They were always there. 

When she looked up, Brend was watching her. 

“Sorry again,” he murmured.

She scowled down at the book. She wanted to scowl at him, but couldn’t bring herself to do it. He was right. The book wasn’t important. Books could be replaced. 

“How old were you?” he asked softly. “When he died?”

She rolled her shoulders back. “Four.”

He gazed down at his boots. “Do you remember how he died?”

“Brend!” Farren popped up again, dripping and distressed.

He ignored her.

“In a car accident,” Olli said.

“That’s what they told you.”

“Yeah . . .” 

His eyes were so dark and so full on her, she almost couldn’t hold his gaze—it was too much. “Do you believe everything you’re told?”

Sweat wove a web down her spine. “You’re saying that’s not how he died?”

“I didn’t say it.” He glanced over at Farren, who was chewing her lip into a red crumple. “Did I?” 

Farren looked up like she expected an answer from heaven, or like she expected heaven to come crashing down. 

Olli’s mind cranked, slower than her legs pedaling up a hill. “If he didn’t die in a car accident, then how did he die?”

He slipped his phone out of his pocket and stared at the screen for a long moment. He turned it over, seeming to study the back, and then turned it over again. And again. “Do you remember what your dad did when he lived here?”

“He cooked at the diner, Olli’s. That’s where he met my mom. That’s how I got my name.”

His gaze lifted towards the guest house. No doubt, the eldest Gates brother, Booker, was somewhere inside. Olli had only seen him in the main house once—that first day when he and Hope had greeted her and kept a discreet eye on her as she interacted with Farren. Actually, Booker had mostly kept his eyes on his book. He’d spent the whole morning hunched over the same fat tome, rubbing at his forearm absent-mindedly like an addict. She hadn’t ruled out the possibility he might have a drug problem. He was gaunt and clearly exhausted. But then everyone in the Gates family had the bruised eyes of sleeplessness. The shadows under Brend’s eyes were so dark they cast their own shadows.

“Maybe your dad did that,” Brend said. “But your grandparents both work for the Dowager . . . my grandmother, don’t they? And your cousin too.”

“Your grandmother?” Olli asked. “I thought she was Hope’s grandmother, wouldn’t that make her your great-grandmother? How old is she?”

“She’s old,” he said. 

“And why does everyone call her the Dowager?”

“What do your grandparents call her?”

“Lady Gates, or the Lady. I figured it was a Southern thing. Like how everyone says guards, instead of god. Isn’t that why they do it? But isn’t dowager like a formal title—?”

“It’s just a fancy name for someone who used to be important,” he said, mood darkening further. “From another world,” he muttered. “But we’re here and now, Olli. That’s all we have, right? The present? Otherwise, the past, the future . . . some things can’t be changed. Like who the Dowager was . . . before.” His hand clenched around his phone, the knuckles straining against the skin. 

Then she remembered what Hope had said about the Dowager, and Farren’s fear that Olli would be taken. Though Olli hadn’t understood what either of them had meant, their conversation had chilled her. In spite of the sizzling morning heat, the chill returned. 

“All that matters about the past is what it can tell us about the present,” he said. “How it can help us figure out what to do in this moment. This moment is it. There might not be another one.” He took a deep breath. “So, let’s think about our present circumstance. Everyone in your family works for my family,”—he glanced back up at her—“even you.”

Farren whimpered, peeping over the edge of the pool at them.

“I’m not saying anything that Olli doesn’t know,” he said to his sister without ever taking his too-much gaze off of Olli. “Isn’t that right?”

True. Except it wasn’t. A throbbing pressure swelled in her head. What was he getting at? She felt like a traveler, lost in a foreign country where she didn’t know the language. Brend was trying to point her towards . . . something, but what? Why was her heart hammering erratically, pounding out a Morse code message as indecipherable to her as Brend’s mysterious hints? And why did her eyes keep tracking back to the distant woods—not because she feared seeing some flicker of movement again, but because she wanted to see it. She wanted to chase it down and force it to show itself.

“Everyone in my family works for your family,” she repeated. 

She hadn’t thought much about it. The Gateses were the family in town. They owned, or had once owned, just about everything. Their name was everywhere, from the blackened ruins of the old mill to the imposing white halls at the college. Most people probably worked for them one way or the other. 

“So . . . are you saying that my father worked for your family? You don’t mean at the diner, do you?”

“I didn’t say anything,” he said. “This morning, when you thought you saw something, you told me to get back in the car. You actually pushed me—”

“I told you I didn’t mean to—”

He shook his head. “It’s okay. I’m glad you did. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have known the truth.”

“And what’s that?”

He smiled, but shadowy flickers prowled beneath the surface, sapping it. She wanted to seize those shadows and make them disappear.

“You were trying to protect me,” he said. 

Her voice tangled up in her throat. She gripped the book, like she could squeeze some words out of it that would help her make sense of this situation. But none came. 

Crazy. But true. She had been trying to protect him. But why? And from what?

His thumb slid over the screen of his phone like he meant to call someone. 

“Wild party?” Roper loped out of the house with a towel around his bare shoulders and an easy grin on his face.

The twins were not at all identical, and they couldn’t have given off any more different first impressions. Taller and leaner and smiling, Roper approached her with his hand out. 

“You must be Olli,” he said. “Great to finally meet you.” He tossed his heavy bangs away from his eyes. His hair was lighter and thicker than his brother’s. 

She shook his hand, thoughts grinding as she tried to switch gears from puzzle-piecing to polite-greeting.

Roper didn’t seem bothered by her floundering for a response. He tossed his towel onto the back of the nearest chair. “Farren says you’re the best.”

“I do!” Farren bounced up from the water, apparently happy for Roper’s interruption. 

“You must be glad to be home,” she managed to say finally.

“Sure. You as well?”

She stared at him for a moment. “Oh, you mean, Horizon Creek.”

He sat on the edge of a deck chair, slipping off his sandals and taking his phone out of the pocket of his swim trunks. 

“Chelle said that you don’t look like a Speare.” 

He squinted up at her, giving her a quick look over, but his didn’t inspire any of the feelings Brend’s had—not the awkward or the ease-inspiring ones. 

“You look like a Speare to me,” he said.

She managed a smile. “You know Chelle?”

“He’s stalking her,” Brend muttered, his back to his brother.

Olli frowned at him. “Chelle seems really nice.”

A few years older than Olli, Chelle taught Farren’s ballet class and worked at the local coffee shop. Olli had chatted with her a couple of times. Chelle had cheerfully complained about her lack of a boyfriend and had asked Olli to see a cheesy romantic comedy with her sometime. Olli considered that a good step towards a new friendship. No one else she’d met had said much of anything to her, let alone acted like they might want to be friends.

“Please don’t encourage my brother’s ill-conceived pursuit of that soulless nymph,” Brend grumbled.

She lunged forward and smacked him on the shoulder with her book. He swiped at her wrist, like he might grab it, but she pulled back too quickly for him to get hold.  

“Forgive my brother,” Roper said, standing up. “He will say whatever he thinks, no matter how tactless, impolite, or vulgar.”

“If the truth makes you uncomfortable, Brother, that’s hardly my fault.” Brend said, back still to Roper.

Again, the tension reappeared. Maybe it had never fully vanished. Was it Brend who made everyone tense, or something else?

“You don’t have sole propriety over the truth, Brother,” Roper stated, his eyes distant for a moment. Then he tossed a grin back at Olli. “Welcome back, Speare.” He bounded forward, shouting, “Cannonball!” 

Farren squealed and scrambled out of the way as he plunged into the pool. Water splooshed upwards. Chlorine-scented droplets pattered over Olli’s head. She wiped them, along with the sweat, from her face.

Just as she was turning to Brend to continue questioning him, he whipped his phone across the courtyard. It cracked against the door of the guest house, shattering. Bits of metal and plastic exploded and skittered across the concrete.

The splashing in the pool stopped as Brend surged up. Olli stared at the wreckage of his phone scattered on the pavement. Her first thought was Farren might cut herself on the shards of glass and metal. Her second thought was how only a rich kid would destroy a device worth hundreds of dollars for no apparent reason. Her third thought was cut off in mid-formation when Brend took her hand.

“Repeat this sentence for me, Olli Speare protects Brend Gates.”

She struggled to get her tongue to move. “Uh . . .”

“Except take out the first names.”

She blinked, trying to focus on what he was saying and not how his thumb traced over hers. Finally, she fumbled the words together. “Speare protects Gates.”

He leaned in. “Getting warmer.” He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “And no promises broken.”





Chapter 4

She didn’t see the Gates brothers again for most of the day. Brend had disappeared right after kissing her hand for the second time, leaving her flooded with tingling confusion. Roper had vanished after Olli had called Farren inside for lunch. And she never really saw Booker. Farren said he was studying for his law exam. Olli didn’t know if she believed it; she didn’t know what to believe anymore.

As much as she wanted the truth, she couldn’t bring herself to press Farren for information. Interrogating a seven-year-old felt wrong. To her credit, Farren did her best to keep Olli distracted. Whenever a second of silence ticked by, Farren found something to chatter about. They ate, played games, read, and then it was back to the pool as the afternoon shadows began to stretch. While Farren pretended to be a dolphin, Olli called her cousin, Daniel. Leaving a message, she asked him to pick her up on his way home. The few times she’d called him, he’d never answered. He, like her grandparents, spent all of his time at Lady Gates’s house.

After leaving the message, she placed the cell phone carefully back into her bag, glad it hadn’t been damaged when the bike had fallen. 

She’d had a phone before, but when her mom lost her job, the phones went first. Olli didn’t care much. Nate, on the other hand, threw a fit. When Hope had learned Olli didn’t have a phone, she’d insisted on buying her one. Olli understood wanting a phone for emergencies, but this one was more a mini-computer than a phone. The computer Olli had grown up with spent more time frozen than working, and she’d shared that with her mom and Nate. Now, she had one that fit in her pocket. Mostly, it sat untouched in her backpack. 

“Five more minutes, Farren!” Olli called. She grimaced as she pushed out of the lounger. Over the course of the day, her knees had stiffened. Every time she tried to bend them, they sent biting reminders of her wounds.

“Fifteen!” Farren called.

“Ten!” Olli hobbled back towards the patio doors. 

“Okay, Speare!”

Olli rolled her eyes. Was everyone going to call her that now?

Back inside, she filled a bowl with fruit and pulled the yogurt out of the glass-fronted refrigerator. In the quiet cool of the house, without Farren to distract her, her mind began to work.

Whether or not she’d actually seen something in the woods, she had been possessed by the urge to protect Brend. 

Possessed. 

That’s what it felt like. As though someone else had seized hold of her, forcing her to say and do things she couldn’t explain—like push him and order him back to the car. Two connected mysteries. What had she seen in the woods, if anything? And why had she reacted by shoving Brend?

Then there was Booker’s promise not to tell her . . . something. Apparently, his promise applied to everyone in the family. No one was allowed to tell her the big secret. But what was it? 

Finally, and most disconcerting, was what Brend had said about her dad’s death. If her dad hadn’t died the way she’d been told, then how had he died? Had her mom lied to her? Or had her mom been lied to first? Was it possible her mom didn’t know the truth? Olli was tempted to call her, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. She’d just talked to her mom the night before, and for the first time since her mom had moved to Atlanta, she’d sounded happy. 

Her mom hadn’t wanted to send them to Horizon Creek, but she was broke. She’d been looking for work for over a year, ever since she’d been laid off from the HR department at the bank. They’d burned through their savings in six months. Bills weren’t paid. Food came less and less. They’d lost the townhouse, and then they couldn’t pay the rent on their crappy apartment. They’d been living in the mini-van for a couple weeks, her mom scraping up cash working as a clerk at a grocery store. So when her mom had received her acceptance into a radiology tech training program in Atlanta, they’d all been excited and relieved. But the only way she could afford it was to move in with her sister, and Aunt Genie lived in a one bedroom condo. 

Nate had already been angry, and the news that they had to move in with their grandparents had only made him angrier. The words “hicks” and “middle-of-nowhere” had been repeated along with a lot of profanity. But Olli hadn’t fought. She knew how difficult the decision had been for their mom.

Nate had only been a baby, but Olli recalled the screaming arguments her mom had with their grandparents. After her dad’s death, her grandparents had wanted custody. Her mom had taken her and Nate as far away as she could. She’d only allowed phone calls on birthdays and holidays. As far as Olli knew, her grandparents had never pursued any real legal action. Still, her mom had never forgiven Mam and Pap for even suggesting it.

But circumstances had changed. Her mom didn’t have any family that could take them. And hard as it was to be away from her mom, Olli understood. In fact, she’d been excited to come back to Horizon Creek. 

She’d never quite felt like she’d fit in back home. She’d had friends, and even a couple of casual boyfriends, but people had always accused her of being distant, too serious, and lost in her own head. But to her, it always seemed like they were the ones living in fantasy worlds. School, sports, dating, dances; she’d done them all and had never felt as though she was really ever a part of any of it. She’d never felt as though she belonged, as if it were all a big masquerade. And at any moment, everyone would take off their masks, and she’d see who they really were . . . who she really was. 

Then everything had fallen apart, and she’d had to switch schools, and she hadn’t really missed any of her old friends. When her mom had told them they’d be moving back to Horizon Creek, while Nate had sworn and fought, Olli had grown hopeful. Maybe she just hadn’t found where she fit. She’d hoped that by coming back to the town where she was born, where her father had lived, where her family still lived, she might finally find some sense of belonging. That is, until she’d arrived. While Nate was welcomed back like a returning soldier, most people greeted her like a hotel guest—with polite disinterest. She didn’t seem to fit in Horizon Creek any more than she had back home.

She hadn’t told her mom about her disappointment. If her mom was loosening the chains of gloom she’d been dragging around the last year, Olli didn’t want to weigh her down with worry again. To call her mom now and bring up her dad’s death . . . she couldn’t do that. Besides, she had a feeling her mom didn’t have the answers anyway, which brought her back to the questions of the big secret and the promise and her father’s death.

“You look worried,” Brend said, shuffling through the family room that adjoined the kitchen. He yawned as he finger-combed his shoulder-length hair back from his face and secured it in a loose ponytail.

She plunked the yogurt covered spoon into the bowl. “You almost kill me and then you nap all day?”

He pulled out a wrought-iron stool and plopped down, flashing a grin. “I had the most incredible dreams. Want to hear about them?”

Heat flooded her face. “No.”

He reached for the bowl of fruit. She snatched it away. He gave her a truly pathetic look, and she grudgingly pushed it back at him, returning to the fridge.

“You’re annoyed again,” he said.

“You’re a genius.” She pulled out the cartons of berries and a wedge of muskmelon. She plunked them down on the counter. He had already devoured everything in the bowl. She pulled the cutting board from the dishwasher and dropped it on the counter. “Who asked Booker to make this big promise?”

He grabbed the bottle of water off the counter, heedless of the fact that it was half-drunk and hers, and gulped it down. 

Before he could reply, the doorbell rang. 

He slid off the stool and disappeared up the steps into the hall. Olli pulled a knife from the block and started carving the last of the melon. The deep orange fruit gave off a pungent aroma that reminded Olli of Nate’s dirty socks, but Farren loved it. She ate nothing but fruit and cereal. Olli wondered when Peter would be back. She’d have to tell him to pick up more melon on his next shopping trip. 

“What are you doing here?” she heard Brend say. She put the knife down.

“Picking up my cousin.” Daniel’s voice matched Brend’s on the hostility-meter: somewhere around barely-restrained-fist-fight. “She called me, Your Royal Highness.”

Before Olli had the chance to hobble to the door, Brend reappeared with Daniel close behind him, shorter, darker, bulkier. She guessed Daniel was cute in a rough country way. Chelle said that he had a “roguish reputation.” Olli had laughed. Some people in Horizon Creek had the strangest way of speaking, like they’d been watching too many old period-piece dramas. Nate had been the one who’d pointed out that no one spoke with a Southern accent. They did have an accent, though it was subtle and nothing like she’d heard anywhere else.

“Did you call him?” Brend returned to the opposite side of the counter, frowning at her.

“I—” 

“I would’ve given you a ride,” he said.

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that.” Daniel ambled down the steps, his steel toe boots scuffing the tile. “You wouldn’t have any untoward ideas about my young cousin, would you, sir?”

Brend sat down with a cool smile. “What if I do? What are you going to do about it, Speare?”

Daniel’s smile sharpened.

“Whoa.” She held up her hands. “Clearly, you two have issues, and I don’t want to be a part of them. My day has been weird enough.”

“Weird?” Daniel finally looked at her for longer than a second. That might’ve been a first. “What happened to you?” He inspected her face, which sported a few small cuts from her fall. She shied under his scrutiny.

When she’d been younger, she’d admired Daniel like an older brother. She’d wanted to do everything he did. He’d been good to her then; she remembered that more than anything about her early years in Horizon Creek. Though five years older, he’d never been annoyed by her following him everywhere. But since she’d come back, he hadn’t shown any interest in her.

“I fell,” she said. “That’s why I need a ride. Mam’s bike is still on the road. I had to leave it.”

“Fell?” Daniel looked at her like he didn’t know what the word meant. Of course, being the once-gifted athlete, he probably didn’t fall over very often. He’d had football scholarship offers from all over the country, but he’d injured his knee senior year and hadn’t been able to play anymore. He seemed to have recovered though, since he spent most of his free time at the gym. He’d appeared pretty disappointed when she’d first arrived and reported that she no longer played sports and didn’t particularly miss her volleyball or basketball days. She’d been good enough, but had never really felt like she was a part of the team, as if all the girls had gone to an extra practice on how to bond as teammates that she’d missed. 

“I must’ve hit a rock or something,” she muttered. 

She knew he’d think she was even a bigger reject for falling off of her bike, but she decided not to mention Brend was the reason she’d crashed. Brend didn’t offer the information either. 

She changed the subject. 

“You’re early. Hope’s not home yet.”

“Don’t bother, I can watch Farren,” Brend said, filling the air with frost. 

Daniel seemed unperturbed by Brend’s icy demeanor. “Well, we wouldn’t want to keep your from your duties, Your Royal Highness. What is it you do again? Maybe I should ask your parents. Can you give me their number? I’d love to call them.”

Brend shot up, knocking the stool back. The metal clanged against the tile. Daniel squared off with him. Fortunately a sizable slab of granite lay between them.

“What are you going to do, sir?” Daniel said, teeth bared.

Brend’s fists curled. Daniel was shorter, but the muscles under his navy blue T-shirt showed like he wasn’t wearing a shirt at all. Olli didn’t doubt that he could hurt Brend—badly.

She threw her arm out in front of Daniel, like she could prevent him from doing anything. Next to his swollen biceps her arm looked like a twig begging to be snapped. 

“Stop.” She gave Brend a hard look. “Both of you.”

Brend continued to glower. “Let’s discuss parents, Danny. Maybe we should talk about yours. Or Olli’s father—”

“Go ahead. I’d love to see your big mouth finally bite your high and mighty ass, sir.”

“What’s going on here?” Booker’s usually soft voice was hard. He stood just inside the doors. Farren cowered behind him, clutching her towel around her, dripping water onto the floor.

Daniel stepped back. Although Booker was even less of a threat than Brend, being shorter and skinnier and looking as though he hadn’t slept for a week, Daniel bowed his head as Booker came towards him. Farren trailed behind Booker like a wet puppy.

“Why have you come, Speare? Did she send you?”

“I came for my cousin. She needed a ride, Your—”

“I think we can do without, considering.” Booker’s eyes settled on Olli. Their pale brown hue seemed washed-out, like they’d been exposed to too much light for too long. “You’d better go with your cousin, Olli.”

Olli nodded and gathered her backpack. She gave Farren a tight smile. Brend caught her eye, stalling her. Daniel muttered something, hooked her elbow, and dragged her out of the house.  





Chapter 5

When Daniel hopped out of the truck to retrieve the Schwinn, Olli turned off his thundering heavy metal music.

After tossing the bike into the bed, he jumped back into the cab, scowling. “What do you think you’re doing?” He reached for the stereo. “Don’t you know not to touch a man’s radio?”

She seized his thick forearm. “I want to talk to you.” Her palms sweated, in spite of the blasting air conditioning. 

“If you weren’t my cousin, and a girl, I’d knock you flat on your—”

She let go of his arm. “How did my dad die?”

“What kind of question is that? You know how.” He jammed the truck into gear and hit the gas pedal, racing down the hill faster than Brend had raced up it. Even though his truck looked built to run smaller cars off the road, he usually drove it like an old lady. 

She clung to the handle above the door. “Do I?”

He leaned back. His tone turned cool. “Why would you think any different? Did someone say something about your dad?”

She hesitated, knowing that by “someone” he meant Brend. And that if she told him why she was asking, she risked putting Daniel and Brend at even greater odds. It made her wonder where their antagonism had started, but she had enough mysteries on her hands at the moment. 

“I don’t really remember him, that’s all,” she said finally. 

He slowed as they crossed the bridge. Pea-green girders flashed by, framing the sluggish river in rust-spotted triangles. She didn’t know if the bridge or the river had proper names. Everyone just called them the bridge and the river, like there weren’t any others in the world.

“He died the same way he lived,” Daniel said, “with honor.”

“How is dying in a car accident honorable?”

The truck growled as he sped up the hill towards town. 

“What do they need a babysitter for with the princelings back in town?” he muttered. “I ought to talk to Pap.”

About to accuse him of avoiding her questions the same way Brend had, it hit her. Of course, he was avoiding her questions. He’d probably made the same promise as Booker. Or if he hadn’t, he knew about it. Because who else would care what she knew and didn’t know? Who would lie to her about her father’s death? Who were the only people in town who’d given her a second thought at all?

Mam and Pap. 

An avalanche swallowed her in that moment, biting into her with jagged-ice teeth and sweeping her into a cold airless hole. Had her grandparents lied about her father’s death—to her, to Nate, possibly her mom? Why? It should’ve been obvious as soon as Brend had hinted her father hadn’t died the way she’d thought, but she’d been too overwhelmed by everything, by him, that she hadn’t realized what it meant. 

“Are you getting out?” Daniel barked. “I’m going to the gym.”

She blinked. The truck idled behind their grandparents’ house. 

The brick ranch sprawled along the crest of the hill. The backyard overlooked the bridge and the river and the forest beyond. 

She pushed open the door. Heat rushed in, wrapping its sweaty arms around her. She glanced back at Daniel. His dark eyes slid over and met hers.

I’m going to find what you’re hiding, she wanted to say, and then I’m going to bash you over the head with it.

Instead, she smiled. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Any time.” 
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Inside, the house was dim and quiet. Her grandparents were still at work. Always early and often late, they never took a day off as far as she could tell. They’d already been gone before she’d set out earlier that day. 

The kitchen opened into the living room, off of which branched a four-season porch that had been converted into Nate’s bedroom. Heavy curtains hung over the French doors.

She set her bag on the kitchen table and went to the doors. Fist raised, she hesitated. She and Nate hadn’t been on very good terms lately. He’d been cultivating a bad attitude for a couple of years, but this last year, with all of the stress, he’d finally perfected it. 

On a daily basis he’d made their mom cry, calling her names and accusing her of being selfish and terrible. He’d been suspended three times for fighting. He’d been thrown out of a friend’s party after destroying a TV (which their mom had paid for, which meant they ate at the shelter every day for two weeks). Olli had been sure that moving to Horizon Creek would only escalate his bad behavior, but she rarely saw or heard from him. He seemed to spend all of his time in his room.

She knocked on the glass. “Nate?”

When he didn’t answer, she turned the handle and peeked in. Her nose wrinkled. The lingering stink of over-used body spray couldn’t cover the funk of teenaged boy. For a former sunroom, the porch was dark—cave-like. A lump of blankets occupied the futon, but she couldn’t tell if Nate was among them. “Nate?”

The blankets shifted and a muffled grunt issued from within them.

“Are you awake?” she asked.

“No.”

“Can I talk to you?”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing?”

She ground her teeth. “It’s important.”

Nate threw back the covers. She could barely make him out from the shadows. “What?”

“It’s about Dad,” she said, trying not to be annoyed—and not succeeding. 

“What about him?” Nate’s voice was flat. He seemed to be talking to the ceiling.

“I don’t think he died in a car accident.”

Nate propped himself up on his elbows, his big eyes owlish. “Are you smoking something?”

“I think, maybe, there’s more to it.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know . . .”

Nate dropped back. “You don’t know anything. Why do you think there’s some mystery? Car accident. Bam!” He smacked his hands together. “Pretty obvious.”

She flinched. “Someone said something—”

“Someone said something,” he parroted like it was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard.

“A guy I met. He said that Dad didn’t die the way we were told,” she said, straining not to leap onto the bed and pummel him. 

“Oh, I see. A guy you met. Did he tell you to meet him on a deserted road at midnight to hear the rest of the story? Was his name Deepthroat?”

“Nate, I’m serious.”

“Okay, Nancy Drew.”

“Nate—”

“Look, I don’t care! Dad’s dead. What does it matter how it happened?” He yanked the blankets back over his head.

“Something’s going on and . . . it’s weird and . . .” Her tongue tangled in her mouth. She gave the door a sharp tug, letting it bang shut, rattling the glass.

She stalked over to the kitchen table and emptied her backpack. Why did she think she could talk to Nate anyway? 

Because she needed to talk to someone. Her grandparents were the next obvious choice, but if they really were keeping some secret, if they had made Booker promise to keep her in the dark about it, they wouldn’t just spill it if she asked. 

She pulled her cell phone from her bag. A sudden sympathy overcame her for Brend and his phone-smashing incident. 

She’d met plenty of people, but outside of the Gateses and her own family, she had only one local number in her contact list.

Before she could think about it too long, she called.

Three rings later, a melodic voice answered, “Hello?”

“Chelle, it’s Olli.”

“How are you? How lovely you called.”

“I’m okay, I guess. I was wondering”—she twisted her hair around her hand—“do you know anything about my father’s death?”

A long pause followed her question.

“Might we meet?” Chelle finally asked.

Olli looked down at her bandaged knees. “I’m not very mobile at the moment. I fell—”

“Let me come for you.”

“Sure, okay.”

“Ten minutes.”

Olli hung up. She slid her phone into her pocket and glanced over at the French doors. “Pretty obvious there’s no mystery.”





Chapter 6

Chelle’s hatchback shuddered when she shifted.

She offered Olli a warm smile. “I knew that you weren’t, strictly, a Speare. I had no idea they were treating you as if you were from the other side of the river.” Her lips pursed. “Not that they would tell me.” She lifted a slender shoulder. “Their mistake.”

Olli’s heart jumped around like a jack rabbit. “Not tell you what? Do you know how my father died?”

Chelle’s fingers brushed Olli’s arm. “Let’s not rush, my lovely. If you haven’t any notion of what it means to be from Horizon Creek, then we best begin adagio.”

“Ah-what?”

“Slowly.”

Olli took a deep breath. “I just want to know if my father died in a car accident or not.”

“I don’t know,” Chelle said.

Olli gripped the frayed edge of the seat. “But I thought—”

“For certain.” Chelle’s voice rolled up from her swan’s neck and between her pouty lips, cool and silky. “He may have died in a car, I don’t know. Very few people would know the precise circumstances. The Gateses, surely. Your family as well. Perhaps the Reeves. But everyone knows that Speares rarely perish in accidents.”

“Chelle, please. I feel like I’m losing my mind. I’m begging you. Tell me what’s going on.”

Chelle pulled into a small, busy parking lot. As the day waned, the sky turned hazy. Yet the heat only seemed to intensify.

Chelle left the engine running. Tepid air poured from the vents. Sweat ran down Olli’s temple, but Chelle’s skin looked powdery dry. 

“What happened today? Tell me that first,” Chelle said.

Olli ran down the day’s events, skimming, not wanting to sound too crazy, and skipping all the tingle-inspiring moments with Brend. When she finished, a frown etched Chelle’s porcelain-doll face. She turned off the engine and opened the door.

“Where are you going?” Olli asked, noting the high panic-pitch in her voice with a grimace.

“For custard,” Chelle said, gesturing to the building in front of them. “We’re both going to need it.”

Olli didn’t get a chance to argue because Chelle was already out of the car. Olli shoved open her door and followed.

Creamers—a small concrete building painted rust red—occupied a prime spot next to the park entrance. Out front, two rows of picnic tables split the parking lot. All were occupied. A few people glanced at her as she passed, but no one greeted her, even though she’d been introduced to them. Most had been at the city council meeting and the coffee afterwards on the first Friday night she’d spent in Horizon Creek. A couple hundred people must have been in attendance. She guessed there wasn’t much to do in Horizon Creek on a Friday night.

Chelle joined the line, sneaking a small wave at a cluster of young girls who smiled shyly at her and then hurried away giggling over their sundaes and milkshakes.

Olli bounced on her toes behind Chelle. A whole baseball team of preteens stood in front of them. Olli wanted to beg Chelle to skip the custard, but whenever she started to speak, Chelle held up her finger and shook her head. As the team peeled off from the window one-by-one, each with a sweating cup or melting scoops of custard piled high in their cones, Olli began to think this wasn’t such a bad idea. She’d never tried frozen custard. Farren claimed it was much better than ice cream. Olli couldn’t remember the last time she’d even had ice cream.

Chelle stepped up to the window and ordered for both of them.

“On me,” she said to Olli. 

Then they stepped over to the next window.

A woman held out two waffle cones containing vanilla custard. Taut scars covered the woman’s skin in tangled strands of milky-white and puckered tight patches of wounded-red. Olli glanced at the woman through the glass. The shape of her eyes, nose, and mouth remained intact, but only as tragic markers of what her face had once been—probably quite beautiful. When she met Olli’s eye, she looked away. 

Chelle took the cones and handed one to Olli.

Chelle led them away from Creamers into the park. Olli’s knees ached stiffly, but she kept up as Chelle strolled languidly beneath the blooming mimosas. Silky pink puffs drifted around them, perfuming the staid air spicy sweet. Cicadas droned in hollow chorus like wind blowing through a thousand straws, while human whistles and cheers ebbed and flowed from the distant baseball diamonds. Custard dribbled over Olli’s hand. 

Shorter than Olli by a head, Chelle moved along the broad path with unconscious grace—floating—making her seem much taller.

“What happened to that woman?” Olli asked as they left Creamers behind them, moving past the baseball diamonds towards the shadowy heart of the park.

“She cheated on her husband,” Chelle said.

“That’s awful. I hope he’s burning somewhere right now.”

Chelle lifted her eyebrow at Olli. “No, Olli. He didn’t do that to her. Marriage is a vow of the highest order—a promise not to be broken. She did that to herself.”

“What?” 

But Chelle didn’t answer.

They came to a solitary bench near a wooden bridge. Chelle sat, poised in her flowing brown slacks and sleeveless ivory shirt. She took small laps at her custard, somehow keeping it from leaking all over her. Olli, on the other hand, was a sticky mess. She shoved the last of the waffle cone into her mouth and swallowed as fast as she could. 

“Okay,” she said, wiping at her hands with the crumpled napkin. “Tell me.”

Chelle sighed. She crunched into her cone, gazing towards the trees bordering the creek. The water murmured. 

“Perhaps I shouldn’t.”

Olli almost jumped up. “Chelle!”

Chelle tilted her head, taking another bite. Then she looked at Olli. The gravity in her velvety eyes made Olli feel very young, like a child who’d asked a question beyond her years. 

“Please, Chelle,” Olli begged. “Tell me.”

Chelle finished her cone and then slid to the edge of the bench, gazing at the path before them. “I saw Brend at the coffee shop this morning,” she said, “early.” Her brow dropped. “He doesn’t care for me.”

In her summary of the day’s events, Olli had left out the part about Brend calling Chelle a “soulless nymph.” The weathered bench creaked as Olli shifted, waiting for Chelle to continue. 

Chelle lifted her chin. When she looked at Olli this time, her eyes were flashing, like a prowling cat’s. “Do you know what I meant when I said that they treat you like you’re from the other side of the river?”

Olli shook her head.

“It means you’re an outsider,” Chelle said. “You’re not one of them.” The corner of Chelle’s mouth curved in a smile that made Olli lean back. The rich gold light spoiled around them, curdling as the shadows spread in dark blooms. “Say it again, what he made you say before.”

“What? You mean, the Speare protects Gates thing? That?”

Chelle’s unsettling smile widened. “He’s quite clever. But then, they always have been. Leave it to a Gates to find a way around a promise.”

“What—”

Chelle waved her off. “Olli, think back. This morning you felt an overwhelming, albeit inexplicable, urge to protect Brend. Isn’t that right?”

Olli opened her mouth. She wanted to argue. She wanted to say that she’d been suffering from a temporary form of insanity due to her fall, and that’s why she’d pushed Brend and ordered him to get back in the car. But she couldn’t. She had felt the urge to make sure that nothing hurt him.

“It is,” Chelle said. “Because that’s what Speares do. Speares protect the Gates family. They always have. At least, as long as I can remember. What happened to you, on the road this morning, was exactly what was meant to happen. It is what you are meant to do.”

“Meant to do? You mean like . . . fate?”

Chelle shook her head. “Think of your desire to protect Brend as an instinct, one that is inborn. No different than eating or breathing. You are a Speare. He is a Gates. It would have been the same if it had been Farren or Booker or Hope, any of them. A Speare protects a Gates. That is your purpose. That is your calling. That is who you are.”

Olli searched Chelle’s face. 

“You can’t be serious.”

Chelle’s hand propped beneath her chin, poised like she was modeling nail polish. “I can only imagine how strange this must be for you, Olli, which is why I think we should move slowly. I don’t want to overwhelm you.”

“Overwhelm me? You’re telling me that I’m born with an instinct to protect people of a certain family . . . it doesn’t even make sense. It doesn’t work like that.”

“What doesn’t?”

Olli threw her hands into the air. “Life. Genetics. Our biology.”

Chelle’s fingertips brushed Olli’s leg, so cool they sent goose bumps over her. “But Olli, your biology does.”

“So you’re saying I’m a freak. Have you been talking to my brother?”

“This is no jest, Olli. Have you ever noticed how certain talents are shared in families? Some are musical, others athletic. Have you ever said to yourself, ‘It must run in their family’?”

“Yeah, but musical talent is a general trait. What you’re saying is that my family’s talent is to protect, not just anyone, but another specific family.”

“Not simply a talent, Olli. A gift . . . and—”

Olli dropped her head into her hands. “Please, don’t say a curse.”

“I was going to say a duty.”

Olli tried to make sense of what Chelle was telling her, but couldn’t. “It’s crazy. It’s not rational.”

“Not according to what you’ve learned here,” Chelle said.

“Here?”

Chelle gazed at her again, as if trying to see into her soul. “When you felt Brend might be threatened, you reacted without thinking. You said it was like someone else took over. Someone did take over, Olli. The Speare in you took over. She may not seem rational to you, because she is not rational. She is instinct. She is action. You wanted the truth, Olli. And that is the truth. Perhaps, the reason your family chose not to share it with you is because they feared you weren’t ready to hear it.”

Olli opened her mouth and then closed it. She thought back to that morning. Inexplicable as it was, she had felt like she wanted . . . no, needed to protect Brend. The protectiveness had taken hold of her just as Chelle described, like an instinct. Maybe it didn’t make sense, but it had happened. 

“So . . . what if I believe you?” she said, not sure what she believed. “Is that the big secret? I’m a genetic freak born with an instinct to protect the Gates family?” 

When she said it aloud, it didn’t sound so bad. She could’ve been born with worse genetic anomalies: goat legs or an upside-down face. Protectiveness, that wasn’t terrible. In fact, she could see how it could be a good freak trait—an honorable anomaly.

“Is that what Daniel meant?” she asked before Chelle could answer her last question. “He said my father died with honor. Did he mean that my father died protecting the Gates family?”

Chelle continued to study Olli like she was searching for the hidden image in a stereogram. “No doubt, that is the case. Those were fearsome days. Many people died, including Daniel’s parents. But as I said, I do not know the precise circumstances.” Her bitter smile returned. “I’m like you, Olli, not thought of as one of them.”

“Daniel’s parents are dead?” The lingering anger she had towards him drained away. “I thought his dad was in prison and his mom ran off. That’s what my mom said.”

“That’s what they must have told her.”

“So she didn’t know the truth either. Not even about my father.”

“She was an outsider. I recall their marriage was not well-received.”

“You recall? You must have been a baby when they were married.”

“I’m older than I look,” Chelle said.

“Oh.” Olli slumped back, mind-reeling.

Chelle took Olli’s hand, guiding her to her feet. “I think you have enough to contemplate for one evening.”

Olli shuffled alongside Chelle. 

“I’m glad you came to me,” Chelle said. “Undoubtedly, your grandparents have asked everyone in town to treat you as an outsider. Almost everyone, that is.”

Olli stopped. “Everyone in town knows? About my family’s freak genes?” 

“The old families, yes. Outsiders live in town, because of the college mostly, but none of them stay long. They must feel it.”

“Feel what?”

“That they do not belong.”

Olli’s encounters with the community were thrown into a new light. No wonder they all said she didn’t look like a Speare. They didn’t think she was a freak like the rest of her family. That’s when it hit her . . .  “They think Nate has it too.”

Chelle nodded. “He looks like a Speare.”

Olli started walking again, slowly. “I was hoping this conversation would make my day less weird.” She let out a heavy breath. “I guess I should tell them.”

She tried to imagine that conversation.

Hey Pap, don’t worry about your big secret. I’m a freak like you.

“Perhaps,” Chelle said. “Perhaps not.”

“Why not?”

Chelle tilted her head as she walked. “There may be other reasons your grandparents didn’t wish for you to know the truth, Olli. Speares rarely act without good cause. But what occurred this morning, what you saw . . .” Chelle glanced over her shoulder like someone might be following them. Olli looked too. Nothing but an old bridge shrouded by the hazy gloaming.

“I didn’t see anything,” Olli insisted again, “just a shadow.”

Chelle winced.

“What’s wrong?”

Chelle threaded her arm through Olli’s, drawing her close. “Why don’t we keep this conversation to ourselves for the moment, Olli? There’s more yet you have to understand.”

“More?” Olli’s head grumbled at the thought of having to digest any more life-altering information.

“Normally, I stay out of these matters,” Chelle said. “Unlike others, I’ve been given a degree of acceptance. But I am always wary. They never let me forget.”

“Forget what?”

“Another time, Olli. For now, ballon.”

“Balloon?”

“Be light as you go,” Chelle clarified. “You may be anxious to tell your family you are truly a Speare. I cannot blame you. I know how you feel. There are times when I think . . . well, who doesn’t long for inclusion, acceptance? But, sometimes being on the outside allows you freedom that you might not otherwise possess.”

“But you said there’s more—”

“There’s always more, Olli. If I were you, I would not be so anxious to become known as a full-fledged Speare.”

“Why not?”

Chelle’s lips pressed together. She didn’t answer.





Chapter 7

“Lil’ Engine, you’re hurt?” Pap pushed out of his chair at the table as she entered the kitchen. “Dan said you fell.”

Mam leaned back from the steam of pots on the stove and gave Olli a once-over. “Looks in one piece to my eye.”

Pap slipped behind Mam. Broad and thick, his hands touched her arm as gently as mimosa blossoms falling by on staid air. The concern in his deep brown eyes sapped the heat from the boiling emotional brew she’d been stirring up on the ride home. She hadn’t been sure what she’d say, or if she’d say anything. Now in her grandparents’ kitchen, embraced by buttery baked aromas and faced with Pap’s kind eyes, she decided to let it rest—at least until after dinner.

“I’m fine, Pap,” she said, stomach rumbling.

“Of course, she’s fine.” Mam hefted a big pot off the stove and hauled it over to the table. “And nearly late for supper—”

“I’m here.” Daniel hustled into the house, sliding past Olli and Pap and charging to the table. He plopped down and began piling food onto his plate.

“Wait you.” Mam slapped his hand. “Wash up, you stink.” 

Daniel plunked his fork down and charged back through the kitchen into a short hallway leading to the pantry, laundry, and a small bathroom.

“You sit.” Mam pointed to Olli’s chair. “No one in this house needs to eat more than you.”

Pap placed a guiding hand on Olli’s back as she limped to the laden table. The walk with Chelle had worn her out. Her head ached and her knees stung. She slumped into her chair.

Mam scooped a pile of sweet potatoes dripping with butter onto Olli’s plate, like she couldn’t serve herself.

Daniel returned, water droplets clinging to the dark spikes of his hair. He’d replaced his sweaty T-shirt with a rumpled white one that looked like it had come out of the dirty laundry hamper. Before he could sit, Mam said,

“Gather Nathan.”

Daniel frowned. He clomped over to the French doors and pushed one open. “Get up, Lump! Time to eat.”

“I’ve already gained five pounds,” Olli said as her grandma filled her plate with green beans. “My clothes are getting tight.”

Pap settled down at the end of the table. Daniel returned without Nate. He sat across from Olli without a glance.

“Then we’ll buy new clothes,” Mam said, adding a hunk of corn bread the size of a paperback dictionary onto her plate. “Taylor’s has some very nice clothes.”

Daniel snorted. “If you’re an old lady.”

Mam rested her fist on her spindly waist. “And what’s wrong with being an old lady?”

“Nothing. If you are one,” Daniel said, mouth half-full.

“Then you can take her to that big shopping place tomorrow.” Mam sank into the chair next to Olli’s, groaning. Her grandparents were graying, Pap more than Mam. Otherwise, they seemed to be holding their own against time. Her grandpa was as thickly muscled as Daniel, without all the trips to the gym.

“Nope,” Daniel said after a big gulp of iced tea. “I have work to do.”

The table fell silent. Olli had fallen into step behind Daniel, inhaling her dinner. She inspected each of her family members in turn. She should have been furious they’d kept such a huge secret from her, but they all looked so tired and distracted. Chelle might’ve been right. She needed time to think things through. It still seemed so crazy. If she was going to confront her family, she wanted to have all her thoughts sorted out first.

“Well, Sunday then, maybe,” Mam said after a time, propping her elbows up on either side of her empty plate. 

Daniel shrugged and gave Olli an unreadable look.

“I don’t really need new clothes,” she lied. She was wearing the same clothes she’d worn last summer. She hadn’t grown taller, thankfully, but since her grandma refused to let her leave the table without cleaning her plate, her clothes had begun to stretch in places they’d never stretched before—as Peter had pointed out. 

“I hear the boys are back,” Pap said, wiping his fingers on a lace-edged napkin.

“That’s right,” Mam said, cupping her chin in her hand and looking towards Olli. “How did they look?”

Not sure how to answer that question, Olli picked up her glass and took a long drink of sweet tea. Daniel sat back in his chair, his chiseled face darkening.

“They look the same,” he said. “Older.”

“You saw them?” Mam sounded surprised and suspicious.

Pap frowned. “You didn’t cause any trouble—”

“No,” Daniel said.

Mam pinned a sharp look on Daniel. “Just remember yourself.”

Daniel’s ears turned red.

“Why don’t you like Brend?” Olli asked.

Daniel leaned towards her. “Because he’s a mouthy little shit with no respect.” 

“Daniel Rider Speare!” Mam slapped her hand on the table, rattling the silverware. “Not at my table. No, sir.”

Daniel pointed his fork at Olli. “You stay away from him.”

Her mouth opened, but before she could reply, Mam said, “Now what’s the meaning of that?”

“Nothing,” she said, blushing.

“Not nothing is what I think,” Daniel said. “That one had some ideas I could practically read his mind about.”

Now all eyes were on her. She bowed her head and pushed more food into her mouth. Mam leaned back in her chair, laying her napkin across the floral print of her tight-waisted dress. 

“Now wouldn’t that be a thing?” she said to Pap. “What do you think, Old Baer?”

Pap raised his heavy silver eyebrows and touched the gold ring he wore on a chain around his neck. He gazed at Olli in a way that made her sink deeper into her chair.

“He needs to watch himself,” Daniel grumbled.

“Shush.” Mam gripped Olli’s arm with her knotty fingers. She threw a quick look at Pap, but he was staring off into some middle distance between the potatoes and the salt and pepper shakers, running the ring back and forth on its chain. “No harm in it I can see. Olli will only be with us a couple of years. How many girlfriends have you had in the last two years?”

Daniel tapped his fork on his plate, his scowl deepening.

“Guards know that boy could use a girlfriend.” Mam picked at her cornbread like a bird. “Take his mind off matters. Improve his attitude, ya?” She looked pointedly at Daniel.

Daniel glowered. “Let him find someone else.”

“I’ll do what I want,” Olli said. Everyone looked at her and she shrank back. “Not that there’s anything . . . I just met him today.” 

Her grandpa’s gaze rested heaviest on her. “You fell today. That’s when you met him, ya?”

“Sort of—”

“I thought you fell on the road,” Daniel said.

“I did,” she said. “He just happened to be driving by.”

“Now there’s a thing.” Mam looked less amused.

“It wasn’t his fault I fell—” Apparently, lying ran in the family.

Daniel grumbled about rich little somethings and Italian cars.

Mam shot him another warning look. Her eyes flicked back in Pap’s direction. But he was still watching Olli a little too closely for comfort. 

“No, we wouldn’t think that,” Mam said. “It’s only that around here we have . . .”—she twirled her hand like she was searching for the word—“superstitions.” She gave Olli a tight smile. “Not that it’s anything like that in your case.”

Olli frowned. Why did she feel like she was once again being told that she didn’t look like a Speare? The truth sat on the tip of her tongue. She could tell them she was a freak too. What would they say then? 

Instead, she asked, “What superstitions?”

“See this scar here?” Her grandpa pointed to a thin pale line running from his temple to the straight line of his silver crop of hair. “When I first saw my Violet here, I tripped and cracked my head on one of those iron fountains that used to be in the park. Right there. Ten stitches.” He began toying with his necklace again. “That’s what these people call . . . head over heels, ya?”

Mam rolled her eyes, smiling. “We’ve known each other our entire lives.”

“But that was the first time I really saw you.” He winked at Olli. “If you take my meaning.”

Daniel gagged. Olli smiled.

“That’s not what this is.” Daniel pushed his food around on his plate, not eating.

“Course not,” Mam said. “So nothing to concern yourself with.”

“What isn’t it?” Olli asked. “What’s the superstition?”

“Love and pain come together,” Mam said. “Some of our people used to think that if you meet a person and hurt yourself in the meeting, then it’s a sign. Bleed a little and you’re stuck for life.” She smiled as if the whole idea was silly. But neither Pap nor Daniel joined her. “That’s why you married me, Old Baer? Knocked yourself senseless?” 

Pap’s preoccupied expression faltered, and he smiled a little.

“Imagine how different the world would be, if we all married a person only because we bumped our heads when we first saw them. People’d divorce on the grounds they’d had brain injury when they proposed.” Mam chuckled.

“He’ll have injuries if he tries anything,” Daniel muttered.

“It’s none of your business. I don’t know why you care so much,” Olli said.

He glared at her. Then he turned to their grandparents. “You know what she says about him.” Her grandparents lowered their eyes. Daniel pressed on, “He’s trouble. And he talks too much.”

Olli sensed her opportunity to speak up. Clearly Daniel feared Brend would tell her the big secret. He was probably right to feel that way. Brend had wanted to tell her. The only reason he hadn’t was because of the promise Booker had made. 

Now that she knew the secret though, it didn’t seem all that big. Weird, yes. She still wasn’t sure she understood what it meant to be born to “protect” the members of a specific family. Did it mean she was a natural-born bodyguard? Looking at Daniel and her grandpa, she could see how they fit the part, but being the stick, as Nate never failed to point out, she didn’t feel especially equipped for that role. Besides, why did the Gates family need protecting? What made them so special?

“Where is Nathan?” Mam asked.

Pap held up his hand. “Hear that?”

Olli listened. She did hear it. 

Sirens.





Chapter 8

“What do you hear, Speare?” Their neighbor, red-cheeked, balding Mr. Baker, asked when they joined him on the corner. He cradled a bowl of popcorn against his belly, his feet bare.

Pap shook his head, craning his neck like everyone else. 

Behind and around them, the crowd grew. Thirty or forty people gathered at the end of the street. Her grandparents stood at the head, Olli beside them. A part of her laughed. What a small town occurrence. Everyone coming out when they heard sirens. Back home, she’d heard sirens every day. No one took notice.

At the same time, her fingernails clawed at her thighs. A knot formed in her stomach. In the distance, sirens blared, but she couldn’t get a fix on them. She squinted through the mist of dusk, across the river, towards the sun’s last gasps of light as it sank behind the trees. Though the air had cooled, tacky sweat broke out all over her. 

The high wail of an ambulance approached. The crowd leaned back as it whooshed past. In a blur of red and blue flashes, the van zipped down the hill, towards the bridge—towards the Gateses’ house.

Her first urge was to run down the hill after it. But her grandpa spun back towards the house. She followed him. The crowd parted before them. They didn’t go far. Daniel’s truck barreled down the driveway. People scattered out of his way. He pulled up next to the curb. 

Pap yanked the passenger door open.

“I’m coming too.” Olli opened the back door of the crew cab and jumped in. 

“Olli!” Mam called. 

Olli shut the door.

“Leave her.” Pap climbed in.

The truck leapt forward.

“She shouldn’t be here,” Daniel grumbled as they flew down the hill. Olli clung to the back of her grandpa’s seat.

Over the bridge.

Up a hill.	

“What if—” Daniel started.

“Quiet,” Pap commanded.

Around a curve. Down another hill. Second curve. 

Almost there.

Olli squeezed her eyes shut. Please don’t be Farren. Please don’t be—

“There!” Daniel almost sounded relieved as they came up on the cluster of emergency vehicles parked outside the gate. He slowed the truck. Two police cars, an ambulance, a fire truck—sirens off, lights still flashing. Daniel pulled up behind one of the police cars. Olli shoved the door open. Her grandpa stepped out in front of her or she might’ve run straight into the officer striding towards them.

Taller and leaner than her grandpa, Chief Bill Reeve wore a hard, business-like expression. He had a dark, square faced that reminded her of some WWII Pacific-front officer—full of command and confidence. The silver streaks at his temples shone brighter than his eyes in the shadows. She knew him because she’d babysat the last two Thursday nights when he’d picked up Dr. Hope for their weekly date.

He nodded at her grandpa. “Speare.” His gaze touched on Daniel, who had come around the front of the truck to join them, and then rested on her. She knew he was wondering the same thing Daniel was: Why is she here?

“Trouble, Chief?” Pap asked.

Olli wanted to scream for them to move. Beyond him and the police car, the paramedics conferred with the firefighters. None of them looked hurried. She tried to see past her grandpa and the chief, hoping for a glimpse of something. She couldn’t tell if her freak instinct had kicked in or if it was simple genuine concern, but she needed to know if someone was hurt.   

“You might say that.” Chief Reeve cleared his throat and looked at Olli again.

Pap placed his hand on her shoulder. “Wait for us.”

She wanted to tell him, right then and there, that she was as much as Speare as he was and if one of the Gateses was hurt then it was as much her business as his, but the look on his face silenced even that stubborn inner voice of hers.

Pap nodded and followed the chief into the crowd of officials. Daniel shot her one last critical look and trailed after them. She stood on her tiptoes, near tears. She couldn’t see anything through the gap in the police cars. She needed a better vantage. She slammed her fist against the truck, barely feeling the impact. 

The truck.

She lodged her foot on top of the wheel and boosted herself onto the hood. From there she could see over the police cruisers, but little else with everyone milling around. Pap squatted down. Two paramedics stepped away. And then she saw an arm. Flat on the pavement, outstretched, fingers curled upwards, motionless.

Too big for a child. Not Farren. She squinted, searching for more detail. Was there something black on the arm? A tattoo? Her head began to spin. Booker had a tattoo on his forearm.

“What the hell are you doing?” Daniel barked. He swiped at her. She leapt down and backed away. 

“Who is it?” she asked.

Daniel turned a flashlight onto the hood of his truck. “If there’s a scratch or a dent, I swear to the guards I will—”

 “Forget about the truck. Who—”

“Dan!” Pap called. “Come here.”

The beam of Daniel’s flashlight hit her in the face. She squinted against it. 

“You shouldn’t even be out here. Get back in the truck.”

She backed up. “Who is—?”

“Dan!” Pap called again.

The light dropped as he turned away.

“Who?” she demanded. 

He didn’t answer. 

“I’m going up to the house,” she called after him, not sure he’d heard her or that she cared if he had. 

She turned and sprinted through the open gate. Lights lined the driveway and shone on the landscaping. The white blooms of the yard’s centerpiece, a sprawling magnolia, glowed like the stars. The front of the house, too, was lit like a billboard. Halos of light emanated from the glass domes, brighter than Wrigley on game night. 

Brushing by the police car parked out front, she went straight inside without knocking. She stopped in the foyer, pushing the sweat on her forehead back into her hair.

“Olli!” Farren collided into her, wrapping her arms around Olli’s thighs. “I knew you’d come,” she said into Olli’s side.

Olli stroked Farren’s hair and scanned the front room, noting the occupants. Hope and a police officer closest to her, both giving her quizzical looks. Roper on the couch, gnawing on his thumbnail. And Booker . . . 

She let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.

Booker stood at the fireplace, leaning on the mantle and staring into the cold dark hearth. 

Which only left . . . Her heart and her lungs stopped in unison.

She detached Farren from her and stepped towards Hope. “Where’s Brend?”

“Right here, Speare.” He moved into view, sliding behind the officer and coming up the steps. “All present and accounted for.”

Her pulse stuttered back to life. 

“All except Peter.” Tears trickled down Hope’s cheeks. She wiped them away. “He’d just left. He’d dropped off dinner.” She shook her head, covering her mouth with her hand and staring at the floor.

Farren held tight to Olli’s hand. Olli held on just as tight.

Peter? She could hardly believe it and yet hated herself for the relief that flowed through her knowing that none of the Gateses had been hurt.

“What happened to him?” she asked.

“That’s not clear,” the youthful officer said. “You’re Olli Speare, Baer and Violet’s granddaughter?” He gave her the you-don’t-look-like-a-Speare look. She hated that look.

“She’s babysitting Farren,” Hope added. And then she frowned. “Olli, you’re bleeding again.”

Olli glanced down at her knees. At some point, the bandages had come off. Fresh blood smeared her knees and trickled down her shins. She waited for the pain to register, but it didn’t. 

“I was in a hurry,” she said.

“We’ll take care of her,” Brend said, gesturing for Olli to follow him down the hall. “Won’t we, Farren?”

Farren nodded.

“If you’re finished, Officer?” Brend asked.

The officer’s walkie crackled to life. He nodded curtly to Brend and stepped back from Hope, murmuring into his receiver.

The main hall led past the front room, then down, beyond the kitchen and family room. More steps to the next landing where there was a laundry room and the guest bathroom. 

Spacious enough to accommodate a small dinner party, the bathroom was tiled in soothing shades of blue. Earlier, after tumbling down the hill, she’d found it a relaxing retreat from the bizarre events of the morning. But now, with Peter’s body on the road behind her, retreat seemed impossible. Her shoulders bunched. Her blood hummed in her ears. And in spite of her wounds, which she still couldn’t feel, she had the most bizarre desire to go for a run.

Brend shut the door behind Olli and Farren.

His voice was hushed. “Now tell me what you really saw this morning.” 





Chapter 9

She balanced on the edge of the tub, left leg in, washing the blood from her skin. Already re-bandaged, her right leg stung. Awakened to the pain by a fresh bout of antiseptic, her energy levels were draining faster than the pink rivulets of blood trickling down the tub.

“I didn’t see anything,” she insisted again. She didn’t look at Brend, but she could feel him looking at her. Tension-master.  

“Peter’s dead,” he said.	

“I know he’s dead. I saw him.”

“You saw him?” Farren squeaked.

Olli pressed her lips together. Farren had been so quiet, kneeling on the bath mat, holding the first aid kit in her lap that Olli had momentarily forgotten her. 

Brend squatted down to look at Farren. “Will you do me a favor?”

Farren scooted closer to Olli, like Brend might try to grab her and rip her away.

“I need you to go to my room,” he said.

Farren’s eyes widened. “You do?”

He nodded. “I need you to log on to my computer.”

“You do?” 

He nodded again, holding her gaze. “It’s really important. I need you to check to see if I have any new email. But you’ll need my password. Can you check it for me? If you can’t, I’ll understand.”

As Farren stood up, Olli grabbed the first aid kit before the contents spilled everywhere.

“I can do it.” Farren bounced on her toes.

“Okay. Come here, I’ll whisper it to you, but it’s a secret. You can’t tell anyone else, swear?”

“I swear,” Farren said.

Brend cupped his hand next to Farren’s ear. A moment later, he pulled back. “Got it?”

She nodded.

“Go quick.”

Farren rushed out the door without a backward glance. Her bare feet slapped on the tile.

Brend shut the door behind her. Olli ripped open a bandage and covered her left knee again. So he was a charming tension-master. She refused to turn to goop just because he was sweet to his sister. No matter how liquidy she felt. 

“She’s not supposed to be on the computer alone,” she said.

“She’ll be up all night playing games,” he acknowledged, “but that’s better than up all night having nightmares about Peter’s corpse in our driveway.” 

He dropped onto the toilet seat lid. A few stray slashes of black hair slid free from his ponytail as his gaze settled on her. 

She set aside the first aid kit and lifted her leg over the edge, grimacing. The adrenaline that had brought her here and dulled her pain was completely spent. All she wanted was to find a comfortable corner and curl up in it.

“I can’t believe it was Peter,” she said, stinging at the memory of his warm teddy bear eyes and mischievous smile and how he’d said she had a complexion like his browned butter frosting. She wished she’d a chance to taste that frosting. Like everything Peter had made, she was sure it would’ve been delicious. He’d been an artist, not just a chef. Tears burned her eyes. With a few deep breaths, she blinked them back. 

She leaned forward, raking her fingers into her hair—a sweaty tangled mess. Was she doomed to look terrible every time she saw Brend? Was she doomed to care how she looked when she saw him? She wasn’t used to caring about unimportant things at any time, let alone when someone who she’d known and cared about had just died.

“I know,” she said to the floor.

“Know what?”

“What you meant about Speares protecting Gateses.”

The swoops of his eyebrows rose. “Do you?”

“That’s why I’m here, right?”

“You tell me.”

“When I heard the sirens, when I saw the ambulance crossing the bridge”—she swallowed, in that moment, swallowing the whole freakish truth—“I knew I had to get here. I had to make sure you were okay.” Hastily, she added, “That you were all okay.” 

“You figured it out in”—he glanced down at his watch—“four hours? On your own?”

She shrugged. Chelle had left Olli with an apprehension about telling anyone that she knew the truth. Olli had barely been with Brend for five minutes, and she’d already spilled it. Probably because, even with all the weirdness and bouts of girl-feelings, she felt at ease around him, like she could tell him anything—like she wanted to. Still, she didn’t bring up Chelle. Not after the way he’d reacted earlier when Roper had mentioned her. 

But Brend’s mind-reading skills seemed as sharp as ever. “Someone told you?”

“All that matters is that I know, okay? I inherited the mutant genes that compel me to protect your family. Big secret’s out. But I still don’t get how it works. And why your family?”

“Who told you?” he pressed.

“It’s not important.”

“It is important because they obviously didn’t tell you everything, which means you really don’t know anything.” He searched her face. “It wasn’t your grandparents. Or your cousin.”

“Drop it, will you?”

“Why won’t you tell me?”

She stood up. Pain shot from her knees to her fingers, but she ignored it. “Because it’s none of your business. And it doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter. Someone else knows you’re a Speare. Someone who has no respect for my family, clearly. Or yours. Which means that they could tell her about you. And that, most definitely, is my business.”

“Her?”

“The Dowager.”

“So what?”

He turned his glare to the wall. She felt sorry for the wall.

“You know, for someone who demands the truth, you’re not very forthcoming,” she said.

“I told you I would—”

Her hand cut through the air between them. “I know. The promise. Everyone in this family seems to take their promises pretty seriously. Is that written into your DNA?” She massaged her temple, wishing she could knead the ache away. 

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Do I look okay?”

“You look great to me.”

Goopification proceeding.

“What would be great,” she said, clinging to her composure with what little might she still possessed, “is if I could get some clarification. You can’t tell me why I’m programmed to protect you. And you can’t tell me why you’re so worried the Dowager will find out about my freakishness.”

He continued to gaze up at her with those smoldering black eyes, not speaking. She had to avert her gaze to keep her thoughts from melting away.

“And you won’t stop asking me what I saw this morning . . .” 

In that instant, she felt spun around. 

She was back on the road before dawn, teasing apart shadows, her ears keying in on the smallest of sounds. She’d even been able to hear Brend’s heartbeat, though she hadn’t realized it until this moment. At the time, all her focus had been on that distant susurration—that chilling whisper-whisper. 

Pressure swelled in her chest, as it had that morning, but without the urgency, like her heart was trying to get her attention. She started to feel as though some part of her already knew the answers to her questions, if only she could learn its language. It had tried to speak to her this morning, when she’d seen . . . 

“A shadow,” she murmured.

The color drained from Brend’s face. “What did you say?”

This time, her gaze made him look away.

“A shadow,” she said. “That’s all it was. That’s all I saw.”

She’d meant it to be reassuring. A shadow was nothing. 

But he looked like she’d poured poison in his ear. His elbows dropped to his knees. His hands pressed together at his mouth. The surface of his eyes trembled like cold light on black water.

Her mouth dried up as she searched for something to say. 

But his hands came away from his mouth first. “I knew it,” he said, seemingly more to himself than to her. “I knew it would happen again.”

“What?”

His lips formed a thin bloodless line. 

“I wish you could tell me the truth,” she said. “This is all so crazy—”

“I wish I could too. And I will, as much as I can, Olli. I promise.”

“But you can’t tell me why seeing a shadow, in a forest full of nothing but shadows, makes you look like . . .”

She’d been about to say, like somebody died. But somebody had died. Peter. He’d been funny and sweet and had cooked the best blackened salmon she’d ever tasted. And now he was gone. Her heart plummeted into the pits of her stomach.

“What did you feel this morning?” Brend asked.

Her face started to warm. “What do you mean?”

A smile appeared—“I mean,”—and then died—“when you saw whatever you saw. The shadow. What did you feel?”

She thought back again. But she hesitated when it came to putting the feelings into words. Yes, she’d felt the need to protect him, but it was more than that. Chelle was right. It felt like an instinct. How could she describe something so visceral? How does a person sinking beneath the waves describe the desperate need to breathe? Because that’s where she’d felt it. In that deep-down, life-and-death place. She hadn’t just wanted to protect him. She’d needed to protect him. If there were words for that, she didn’t know them. 

She stood, paralyzed by the gravity of this revelation. Whatever this was that she felt—an instinct, a need, a compulsion driven by genetic mutation—it was awake now. And she knew, with Super-Glue certainty, it wasn’t going away. Not ever.

Brend didn’t wait for her to find the words though. Maybe he hadn’t expected her to answer.

“You know you’re a Speare now,” he said, “so I can tell you this, I think.” He licked his lips like he was testing the words to come for promise-breaking poison. “This morning, you wanted to protect me, ya?”

She nodded warily.

“It took you over. You changed. Your face, the tone of your voice, the color of your eyes—”

“My eyes?”

“It happened for a reason. A real one. Like you said, the forest was full of shadows. Ask the Speare in you, does it flinch every time it sees a shadow?”

“You’re saying I saw something real. Not just a shadow.”

Tremors disturbed the dark of his eyes again.

“What?” she asked.

His gaze fell to the floor between them. More answers off-limits.

“You know I’m beginning to think that promises aren’t all they’re cracked up to be,” she said, crossing her arms. “If I tell everyone the truth, then the stupid promise won’t—”

Brend stood up. She stepped back as he came close enough for her to taste his cologne: warm leather and dark chocolate and sweet iris. Stupid sexy. Why didn’t he just club her over the head and drag her back to his castle? 

“No,” he said. “Don’t.”

“But this is ridiculous—”

“I agree, but you can’t tell anyone that you’re a Speare. Not even your family.” He gripped her arms. Goose bumps broke out where he touched her and spread outwards, all over. “Please. We need you here.”

“You’re freaking me out,” she breathed.

He released her and inched back, smiling in a way that she hated. No one should have such a bitter expression so readily available. “Don’t you know? Speares aren’t supposed to feel fear.”

“And what about Gateses?”

A knock on the door made them both flinch.

“Olli?” Hope called. “Your grandfather is outside.”





Chapter 10

Pap stood at the bottom of the step. Behind him, Daniel leaned against his truck, arms crossed, glower in full effect. The police cruiser was gone.

Hope stepped aside as they came onto the front stoop, Olli first, Brend close behind her. Booker lingered just inside the threshold. When Olli passed him, she could see her reflection in his unblinking eyes, but he didn’t acknowledge her.

“You had us worried, Lil’ Engine,” Pap said when she appeared. He didn’t sound angry, only tired.

“I told Daniel where I was going.”

“Like hell,” Daniel snapped.

“It’s not my fault you weren’t listening,” she said.

Daniel pushed away from his truck. “You shouldn’t be here in the first place. You’re not—”

“Enough,” Pap said to Daniel without turning around. Daniel’s chest continued to expand, but his mouth slammed shut.

Pap held his hand out for Olli. She shuffled across the broad stoop and down the step to him. His hand rested on her shoulder. A light smile came to his eyes, but didn’t reach his mouth.  

“We’ll leave you now, ma’am.” Pap inclined his head towards Hope, and then his gaze slid over Brend and Booker. In that second, his face aged, the amber light in his eyes fading to gray. 

“You’ve already left us,” Brend grumbled. 

Olli almost charged back and slugged him. But Pap’s hand tightened on her shoulder, like he sensed what she wanted to do. Thanks to him, she stayed put. Otherwise, Handsome would’ve been a little less so. It was one thing for him to talk to his aunt like an ornery prince, but to use that tone with Pap was one nerve too far.

“Brend.” Hope groped for his arm, but he jerked away from her.

“Peter’s dead,” he spat.

Thick silence followed this statement. 

“That he is,” Pap said softly.

“And what are we supposed to do?” Brend asked. “While you pull weeds and serve tea?”

“Watch it, you ungrateful piece—”

“Dan!” Pap’s voice ripped through the damp night, silencing even the persistent little whip-poor-wills, who’d continued singing though the sun was long gone. Pap never looked away from Brend. His voice returned to its usual gentle tone. “We will all do what we must. As you too-well know, young sir. Too-well.”

“Forgive my brother, Mr. Speare,” Booker said, stepping out of the house. Under the unforgiving glare of the porch light, he appeared ashen—ghoulish. He continued to claw at the wing tattoo on his forearm, like he wanted to scrape it off. “We’ve all been . . . stressed, as of late. As you can imagine, Peter’s death outside our door is quite . . . disturbing.”

“No apology required,” Pap said.

Booker’s eyes strayed beyond them, seeming to absorb the darkness between the gentle beams of the landscaping lights. “I remember your sons, Mr. Speare. They were kind to me, to all of us.” His gaze flicked over to Brend, who lowered his head then. “I remember that very well.”

Pap shifted as though about to turn back to the truck, but Booker continued in his dreamy way, like he was talking to himself. Maybe he was on drugs. If so, she wasn’t sure what kind. She’d seen all sorts of addicts during her meals at the shelters, but Booker didn’t fit any of the usual patterns. Maybe it was some prescription cocktail.  

“I’ve been reading my grandfather’s journals,” Booker said. “He mentions your brothers . . . and your sister.”

Pap drew Olli closer. Her shoulder bumped his thick, solid chest. She gazed at Booker. This was the first she’d heard of Pap’s siblings. Just how deep and dark was their family’s closet of secrets?

Booker’s eyes wavered, like he might cry. “Our families have carved enough names, wouldn’t you say, Mr. Speare?”

“As I said, we do as we must,” Pap replied, his voice stronger than when he’d spoken to Brend. “We always have and will keep on—we haven’t forgotten either, young sir. No matter the current circumstances. You have my word on that.”

Olli frowned. Pap spoke so formally. He didn’t call Booker sir with derision the way Daniel had when he called Brend sir. When Daniel did it, she assumed he was being sarcastic, but sarcasm from Pap? Unlikely. So why would Pap call a kid forty years his junior sir? Because of their freak gene? 

A nightmare scenario spun out in her mind:  her ancestors being created in some pseudo-scientific manner, à la Frankenstein, to act as bodyguard slaves to the Gates family—subservient and expendable.

After all, her father had died protecting the Gateses, hadn’t he? Protecting them from what though? Shadows? She wanted to laugh at the thought, but couldn’t. Not the way the tension hung thicker than the humidity around them.

Hope picked at her cuticles, her forehead a worried clench. Booker, too preoccupied to notice he was a wasting ghost. And Brend . . . a barely capped geyser of too-muchness. And all around them, shadows. The lights that had struck her as bright and plentiful before, now seemed puny and insufficient. 

This morning she’d fallen and she was still falling. She didn’t know when she would land or where she would find herself once she did.  

“We do as we must,” Booker repeated, losing his hand in his shaggy tumble of hair. A weak smile appeared on his face. “Do you know what my father said to me before he left, Mr. Speare?”

The whole world seemed to go silent. Even the clashing fronts of Daniel and Brend lost strength and stalled out. Brend watched his brother with an intensity she’d thought reserved solely for her.  

“No, sir, I don’t.” Pap’s voice was soft and rough.

“Nothing,” Booker said. “What could he say? ‘We do as we must’? No, Mr. Speare. We don’t. We do what we do because we don’t have any other choice. Take my grandfather for instance. From reading his journals, it’s quite clear to me that if he’d had a choice, he would’ve died that day, not your sister. But that’s not what happened, is it?” Booker turned, like he was going back into the house, but then stopped. “If I had a choice, Mr. Speare, I would end this now, before anyone else is hurt. What about you?”
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When she woke the next morning, empty-house silence greeted her. Even Nate was gone. The French doors stood open, his boy stink wafting into the living room.

The ride home had been awkward and silent. When they’d returned, Mam had gently nudged her towards her room with a hushed, “Goodnight.” 

Olli had tumbled into bed, head spinning and body limp. Sure that she’d be up all night, she hadn’t bothered to change clothes, but the next thing she knew dusty morning light was settling on her face. 

She rounded the kitchen island and plucked an orange from the fruit bowl.

The last two Saturdays she’d spent indulging in crap TV and a comfy couch. But at the moment, she couldn’t imagine how she’d wasted her time like that. Of course, last Saturday she hadn’t known she was a mutant bodyguard or that her father had died protecting the Gateses. She hadn’t been tormented by the thought that there was still more she didn’t know. 

She peeled the orange slowly, pulling it apart wedge by wedge. Just when she’d decided it wasn’t too early to call Chelle, the back door opened.

Nate shuffled in, hair a-muss, sweat-soaked tank sticking to his torso. His eyebrow crimped in that way that always struck her as devious. Thickly built, cheeks wide and nose flat, Nate really did look like their dad. No wonder everyone knew he was a Speare. Except all the photos of her father showed him smiling. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Nate really smile.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

“What do you care?” He pulled open the fridge and grabbed the jug of milk. The muscles of his arms flexed. 

“Have you been working out?” 

He filled a glass, gulped it, and then filled it again. He eyed her, licking the milk from his lip.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

She followed his gaze down to her knees. She’d peeled off the bandages after she’d woken up and changed. They’d already scabbed. She was a quick healer—maybe it was one of the benefits of being a freak.

She bit her lip and gazed at Nate, wondering. Did he know the truth already? The idea that Nate knew everything annoyed her. But if he didn’t, then she wasn’t sure she was ready to tell him, not until she knew more. First, she had to find out what he knew, if anything.

“Maybe there’s some stuff we should talk about,” she said.

“Like the dead body you saw last night?”

“How did you know about that?”

He set his glass into the sink behind him. “Dan told me.”

“You’ve been hanging out with Daniel? You’ve been working out with him, haven’t you?” She didn’t want to feel jealous, but for some reason, she did. Whether Nate knew the truth or not, Daniel appeared to be taking him under his wing. Not that she wanted to go to the gym, but she couldn’t help but wonder what Daniel would do if he’d known she was a Speare too—like him.

Nate’s eyes glinted. “He also told me you have a boyfriend.”

Her face warmed. “No, I don’t.”

“He said your boyfriend’s lucky he’s a Gates.” Nate lowered his voice, dropping his brow, mimicking Daniel. “Else matters might prove different.’” Nate shook his head, dispelling the ghost of Daniel. “People around here talk so weird.”

She nodded, but her mind strayed elsewhere. Why did Daniel hate Brend so much? Not that Brend seemed to be a fan of Daniel either. Maybe Brend could tell her. Just one more question to add to the growing mountain. The worst part was that no one would tell her the whole truth. Even Chelle had held back.

“You knew that dead guy, huh?” Nate asked.

“Not really.” She didn’t want to think about Peter. She didn’t want to think about the hand she’d seen on the pavement, motionless, pale.

“What did he look like?”

“He was kind of tall, I guess . . .”

“I mean when he was dead.”

She frowned. “Why are you asking that?”

Nate looked sheepish. “I’ve never seen a dead body.”

“Be glad.” She gathered up the orange rind scattered on the tiled counter. 

“Were you scared?”

“No,” she snapped. “What’s to be scared of? He was dead.”

“What was he like?”

She cupped the rinds in her palms and carried them to the garbage under the sink. “I told you, I didn’t see him. It was dark.”

He opened the cabinet door for her. “I meant when he was alive.”

She dumped the rinds and stepped back from her brother. He stank like he hadn’t showered in days. Without the lights on, the kitchen was dim, but now that she was closer, she could see the bruises on his face and arms.

“You’re hurt,” she said.

He stiffened. “No, I’m not.”

She reached for him, but he took a step back. “You have bruises all over your arms.”

“They don’t hurt,” he said, backing up into the hallway. “I’m going to take a shower.”

“What kind of workouts are you doing anyway?”

“The kind that would snap wimpy sticks into little pieces,” he retorted, heading towards the bathroom.

“I am not a wimp,” she called after him. “What else did Daniel tell you?”

The bathroom door shut and clicked.

She cursed under her breath and went to her room. When she called Chelle, it went straight to voicemail. She wanted to call Brend, but didn’t have his number. Besides, he’d smashed his phone. Farren had a phone, but she felt strange calling Farren in order to talk to Brend. Besides, Farren took gymnastics in Tupelo on Saturday mornings. She wouldn’t be back until after lunch.

While she tried to decide what to do, she found herself again in the kitchen, stuffing her face with cold French toast that had been left in the fridge under a tent of plastic wrap. More than a few times over the last year, she’d gone without eating. Sometimes, she’d lied and said she planned to eat at a friend’s house, just so her mom wouldn’t worry about not having money for groceries. On those nights, she’d usually gone to the library.

There was an idea. The library. 

Brend had not-so-subtly hinted that she should check out local history. 

With a thick slice of egg-fried bread in hand, she started back towards her bedroom, meaning to put on her shoes and grab her backpack, but instead found herself lingering in the hall looking at the framed photos.

Most were of Daniel: school photos, football pics, even one of him and toddler Olli sitting on the front stoop. A couple showed Daniel’s parents, who were complete strangers to her. Again she felt bad that she hadn’t known his parents were dead—and then annoyed her family had hidden that from her too. But why? 

She didn’t fix on the pictures of her father. She’d spent plenty of time studying them already. A couple of the photos were of her grandparents, the wedding photo most prominent. And then she was at end of the wall where the hall turned towards the other bathroom and Daniel’s room. No photos that way. She turned around and found herself in front of her grandparents’ bedroom—dark double doors with curved brass handles.

Her fingers rested on one of the handles. She wasn’t a snoop. 

When her mom had made it clear that she didn’t want to talk about their dad, Olli hadn’t pressed the issue. As much as it hurt. When photos had started to disappear, she hadn’t asked where they’d gone. But maybe she should have. Chelle claimed that Olli’s mom probably didn’t know the truth, but she sure seemed as tight-lipped as the rest of the family. Maybe her mom didn’t know the truth, or maybe she did and like everyone else, she didn’t want Olli to know it.

And again, Olli found herself asking, why?

She listened for Nate. A distant rush of water was the only sound in the house. He was notorious for taking marathon showers. 

She turned the handle and pushed open the door. Heart thudding in her throat, her eyes adjusted to the dim light.

The antiseptic-burn of Pap’s citrusy aftershave and Mam’s rosewater and mentholated Aspercreme greeted her. Light crept around the edges of the long floral drapes. To her right, two nightstands, two lamps, one bed. Behind her, a dresser. To her left, the doors to the closet and the bathroom.  In the corner between the curtains and the bathroom door loomed a hulking armoire. 

She scanned the room more closely. No photos. Not even a knick-knack. 

She shuffled around the bed. A folded newspaper and a pair of reading glasses sat on Pap’s nightstand. She picked up the newspaper. Yesterday’s headlines had been about the library’s upcoming book festival. Today’s headlines would be grimmer. Dropping the paper back on the table, her hand bumped the lamp.

She grabbed for it—too slow.

The lamp tumbled towards the floor.

She held her breath, hands clenching.

The lamp landed with a soft thump. Not broken.

She exhaled and bent over to retrieve it. When she picked it up, straightening the pleated shade, she noticed the extra felt pads added to the base to raise the height. She turned it over. Taped to the bottom was a key.

Turning, lamp still in hand, she searched the room again. Her gaze rested on the armoire.

With the tips of her fingers, she peeled off the key.

Stomach churning, she padded across the room. The key grew heavier in her hand with each step. What if she found something she didn’t want to find? A dead body or dirty magazines, or worse?

She stopped in front of the armoire. Looming over her, the wood shone, so dark it was almost black. Even with the double doors, moving the massive closet into the room must’ve been difficult. It looked like it would take the whole town to lift it.

And it looked like a good place to hide something. Or to store last decade’s fashion mistakes. 

Another swell of guilt roiled the acid in her stomach. She hated to think how Mam and Pap—especially Pap—would react if they found her sneaking around in their room. The thought nearly stopped her.

Then that inner voice of hers spoke up. If they’d been honest with her, she wouldn’t have to snoop. She could just tell them that she knew, but both Chelle and Brend had warned her against it. Brend had practically begged her not to tell anyone else. Why?

She was getting sick of asking that question. She needed answers.

Slipping the key past the diamond-shaped strike plate, it fit smooth and snug into the lock. A bit of brute strength was required to turn it, but she managed. The lock clunked and clicked as it turned over. The door popped open an inch.

She pulled them open the rest of the way, which also required some strength. Once the doors stood open before her, she saw why.





Chapter 11

Weapons.

She stepped back to take it all in. 

Spears, swords, knives, even a shield, amongst others she couldn’t name. No wonder the cabinet was locked. She imagined Nate finding a cache like this. He’d lose a hand in two seconds. 

A pungent, oily scent overlaid aromas of wood and leather and what she guessed was metal. Not that she could recall ever smelling metal before. Not like this. The tang slid onto her tongue like blood, dull and warm.

Every weapon had a place. Most of the swords hung on pegs inside the door, sheathed in leather. Speares lined the interior. Knives slotted into the small spaces between. On the right door, a shield.

She moved closer. Three feet across, the warm-hued bronze was etched with intricate detail. Along the outer edge, a band of bizarre symbols circled, arrows and dots. A language of some kind?  Below, muscular figures took various warrior poses, bearing shields and spears. Behind them, bodies lay open-mouthed and wide-eyed in contorted depictions of death. 

Olli took a step closer, breathing in the musk of oil and metal. 

At the center of the shield, a pair of wings.

She reached up to touch the shield’s surface.

The voice inside her whispered, Take it.

Closing the doors and locking them, she taped the key back to the bottom of the lamp and rushed out of her grandparents’ bedroom.

She ran to her room and shut the door.

She took a few deep breaths to calm her pulse, wiping her sweating palms on her shorts. 

Pap’s medieval arsenal didn’t disturb her as much as her overwhelming urge to take the shield. Take it and keep it. 

Pulling her phone from her pocket, she called Chelle. Again, no answer.

Stuffing the phone back into her pocket, she eased down onto the edge of her bed and attempted to clear the scrambled thoughts by finding something to focus on.

Her room still looked like a guest room. From the mint-green coverlet to the generic oil painting of a temperate seascape above her bed—the furnishings might’ve been salvaged from an old motel’s going-out-of-business sale.

Most of her own knick-knacks had been sacrificed in the first move from the townhouse to the apartment, and whatever she couldn’t fit in the two bags she’d brought to Horizon Creek was also gone.

She seized her teddy bear, the sole stuffed survivor from her childhood, and clutched him to her chest. He, a stack of worn paperbacks, and a few pieces of cheap jewelry already five years out-of-date were all she owned besides her clothes. Not even enough to fill the dresser. She didn’t have any mementos from friends. Not that she’d ever had very many friends. Nate had always been the popular one, even after he’d started acting like a crazy jerk. 

She wondered what he would say if she told him what she’d found. 

If he knew the truth, he wasn’t telling her, which meant he probably would rat her out if she told him. And if he didn’t know the truth, he’d want to see the swords. Then he’d break something while swinging one of them around like an idiot, and they’d both get busted. 

Besides, he’d never met Booker. He wouldn’t know that the wings on the shield were the same as the ones on Booker’s forearm. Not just similar, exact. 

She held the tatty old teddy out before her. “What does it mean, Frodo?”

Frodo only gazed glumly up at her through plastic eyes so scratched they looked like they had cataracts. She plunked him down next to the pillow. 

She peeked through the curtains. Heat-dulled light pressed against the glass and shone over the yard. Next door, the neighbor’s ranch looked like a brick oven. The Paiges lived there. They were second cousins, or first cousins once removed, or something like that.

It wasn’t going to get any cooler while she sat around. She would go to the library and see what she could find.

Backpack slung over her shoulder, she filled a water bottle in the kitchen. A pair of Daniel’s oversized bad cop sunglasses (of which he seemed to have dozens) sat on the kitchen table. She borrowed them.

The walk into town wasn’t terrible. A few passing clouds kept the sun from beating on her too much. She measured her steps so as not to break open the scabs on her knees. Her peach tank top and white cotton shorts, both too small and tight, were as well suited to the heat as anything. Still, she reconsidered Mam’s offer to buy her some new clothes.

The sidewalks were deserted, the roads saw little traffic. The college was on summer break and the locals probably knew better than to take a stroll on a hot June day.

Situated around a tree-filled square, Old Town, as the locals called it, consisted of cozy brick storefronts and imposing granite municipal buildings. The largest building, the community hall, reminded her of the Board of Trade building back home, with its geometric deco influences. But in spite of the small town charm something about the tidy square was as uninspired as the rows of ranch houses in her grandparents’ neighborhood and the motel art above her bed. 

Sweat rolled over her, starting at her crown and slipping to her feet, leaving her socks soggy. Beads dripped off the end of her nose. Hair stuck to the back of her neck. 

When she pulled open the library’s glass door, cool air rushed over her face. She took her first deep breath since leaving her grandparents’ house. But before her eyes could adjust, a plump woman with perfect glossy spirals of curls appeared.

“May I help you?”

Olli peered over the top of the woman’s head to the deep stacks of shelves. “I wanted to look at some old newspapers.”

“I’m sorry, Miss Speare, but you don’t have a library card,” the woman said.

Olli gazed down at the woman. “Mrs. Miller, right?”

Mrs. Miller smiled, lips closed. “That’s right. You’ll need one of your grandparents to come in with you to obtain a card.”

“I don’t want to check anything out—”

Mrs. Miller started shaking her head as soon as Olli began speaking. 

“None of the library’s resources are available to anyone without a card.” She smiled that tight smile again. “I am sorry.” She herded Olli back towards the door. “Come back with one of your grandparents, and we would be more than happy to help you.”

“But—”

Mrs. Miller opened the door and gave Olli a little push on the small of her back, propelling her into the heat.

“Please, do come back!” Mrs. Miller chirped as the door closed between them.

Olli stood on the top step, fuming. Needing her grandparents’ permission for a library card was one thing, but being shoved out like a rowdy drunk by a bouncer was another.

But that’s not what this was about though, was it? Chelle had said that most of the town knew about her family’s freakishness, which meant they also knew not to talk to her about it. A part of her was impressed by the loyalty. It was nice they protected their freaks, instead of ostracizing them, but mostly she was annoyed. 

She wondered again why Chelle and Brend were so against telling her grandparents that she’d inherited the family weirdness. It seemed so much simpler than trekking all over town in the sweltering heat, getting pushed around by cheerful librarians.  

Shuffling down the steps, she spied the coffee house across the square. Maybe Chelle was working. 

She slugged across the street, through the brief respite of shady trees in the park and across First Street to the coffee shop.

Inside, the aroma of brewing coffee reminded her of Brend. In spite of the disrespect he’d shown Pap, and the fact that a promise his brother had made was more important to him than telling her the truth, she still felt like he was the only one she could talk to, besides Chelle.

The girl behind the counter informed Olli that Chelle worked at the dance studio on Saturdays. 

Olli ordered an iced tea and then set off for the studio. About two steps outside the door, the ice in her tea had melted.

She crossed First Street again, this time towards the dance studio. The thump of bass greeted her outside. The shades were drawn up from the plate-glass windows, and she peered inside. Yet another reason she wouldn’t be signing up for a class anytime soon. She didn’t need the entire town bearing witness to her complete lack of rhythm. 

A group of middle-aged women sweated and panted as Chelle guided them through an upbeat exercise. Chelle spotted Olli and waggled her fingers, smiling. Olli waved back. “When are you done?”

Chelle squinted at her, shaking her head, uncomprehending.

Olli held her hand up to her ear, telephone-style. “Call me.”

Chelle smiled and nodded.

Olli considering going inside and waiting for Chelle to finish, but she wasn’t sure she could sit still and didn’t want to get wrangled into one of the Chelle’s classes either.

Then she spied a couple of women slipping into Taylor’s down the street. Even if all they had were old lady clothes, she might find something that didn’t make her feel so exposed. Worth taking a look. If nothing else, she could wait in the air conditioning for Chelle to call. 

A few seconds later, Taylor’s bell jingled cheerfully as she entered.

“May I help you?” a soft voice asked.

She tensed. A slender man, barely taller than her shoulder, in rimless glasses smiled up at her. With hair as white as new sneakers, he looked older than her grandfather, but without the overwhelming presence. His eyes gleamed blacker than his polished wingtips.

“I’m just looking,” she said, waiting for him to shove her back into the heat like Mrs. Miller had. 

His smiled gently. “You’re Violet’s granddaughter. I’m Mr. Taylor. Speares are always welcome here.”

She smiled back at him, relaxing. “Thanks.”

“You’ve come to find a dress for Peter’s funeral?” he asked.

Her mind blanked. She hadn’t thought about Peter since she’d talked to Nate. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might go to the funeral, or even that there would be one. That’s when it hit her. He really was dead. And just like every other time death brushed by her, she was reminded of her father.

She remembered as much about his death as she did about his life, which was, sadly, very little. She did remember that after he’d died, she’d started sucking her thumb again, and one night she’d asked for him so many times that her mom had yelled at her, and then they’d both cried until she’d fallen asleep.

Every year since, she experienced the grief all over again. Each time the wound tore open and bled. The pain always fresh. At some point, she’d turned to the Tolkien books and reading them had become a ritual. Mostly she’d learned to accept the pain. Fighting only made it last longer and hurt more.

Now, thinking about Peter, she realized that he would be buried in the same cemetery as her father. She still hadn’t been to her father’s grave. She didn’t even know where it was.

Tears blurred her vision.

Mr. Taylor touched her arm. “We all miss him. His kin have all gone on, but he was one of us. We won’t forget,” he said. “Follow me. I have something upstairs that I think will suit you.”

She wiped her eyes and followed him. 

In spite of his years, his back was straight and his step quick. They passed the sales counter where a middle-aged woman barely taller than Mr. Taylor, with the same wide jaw and deep-set eyes, smiled at them as they passed.

“Taking Miss Speare upstairs, Wren,” he said. “My niece,” he added to Olli over his shoulder.

In the back corner of the store rose a spiral staircase. Mr. Taylor led her up.

“It’s so rare the young ones come by anymore,” he said. “Not even for weddings or funerals like they once did.” He paused, mid-flight, gazing down at the racks and the couple of older women browsing. “Most of what we sell now comes from such places . . . no telling where or who made it. But—” He raised a delicate hand as if to say, Oh well.

They continued up the stairs to the second floor. 

The room was long, the wood floors gleaming. A few dress forms with half-finished clothes pinned to them dotted the room. Finished pieces hung on metal bars that ran along both walls. Dressing rooms interrupted the racks midway. In the center of the room sat a raised platform. At the far end, sinuous black sewing machines gleamed beneath floor-to-ceiling windows.

“Here.” Mr. Taylor’s shoes shished as he led her to a section of the racks devoted to clothes each whiter than the last. He removed a long dress and held it out to her.

“It’s white,” she said.

Mr. Taylor placed the wooden hanger in her hands and ushered her towards one of the changing rooms. “Tradition means white for funerals and births, around here.”

As soon as he said it, the memory came flooding back to her—a crowd in white. Her father’s funeral.

“I remember,” she said.

Mr. Taylor nodded as if he knew she did. He pulled the curtain closed behind her. 

She changed out of her sweat-damp clothes and into the dress, preoccupied by this new memory of her father’s funeral. Everyone had worn white, except her mom. There’d been a fight about it. Her mom had refused to wear white. But she’d let Mam dress Olli in white—that had been the compromise.

Olli had just looked in the mirror when Mr. Taylor gave a polite knock on the side of the changing room.

“Dressed?” he asked.

“Yeah . . .”

He peeked around the curtain. She turned towards him, holding the long sashes of sheer fabric that hung oddly from the waist, unsure what to do with them.

“Allow me,” he said with a smile. He drew her out and then stepped behind her, quickly wrapping the fabric around her torso in a crisscross pattern. He knotted the sash at her hip and allowed the rest to drape into the folds of the skirt.

“Step up please,” he said, gesturing to the platform.

At first, she was unsure of how to move in the dress. The fabric lay like silk against her skin but looked more like cotton and weighed next to nothing. It looked like it could be worn to a Sunday picnic, or a prom.

He set up a tri-fold mirror in front of the platform. 

She blinked, refocusing.

“You’re not me,” she said to the girl in the mirror.

Mr. Taylor strolled around her. “Not a single alteration,” he mused. “I knew it was for you.”

Olli continued to stare at Mirror Girl. She stood tall, not awkward. She had curves, nothing like the stick that Olli was, and her complexion glowed deep gold. She gazed at Olli like she didn’t recognize her either.

“Ooo.” The top of Wren’s head appeared just above the floor, between the bars of the staircase. She took another step up so her face could be seen. “So nice to see that dress finally find its match.”

Mr. Taylor nodded, smiling. Then he frowned. “Who is minding the store?”

Wren pulled a “busted” face at Olli and then disappeared back down the stairs.

“That girl,” Mr. Taylor muttered. He took Olli’s hand as she stepped down from the platform, giving her another look over. “A proper dress for a Speare to wear to a funeral.” He sighed. “More modest than what was once worn, you know, but my mother used to say traditions that don’t alter with time are traditions that are dead.” He pulled a pad of paper from inside his vest and started to write on it. “I’ll have Wren deliver it this evening.”

Olli lifted the skirt. The fabric slid against her fingers cool as water. “I wasn’t planning—I mean the dress is beautiful, but . . . how much is it?”

He snorted and looked up at her over the top of his glasses as if he’d misheard her. Then his face smoothed over. “Oh, of course.” He cleared his throat and returned to writing. “Allow me to reassure you, Miss Speare, that the cost is of no concern.”

“I still think I should talk to my grandma first.”

His eyes sparkled. “If you like,” he said. “Believe me, though, I’ve known your grandmother her entire life. If you hadn’t found your way here today, she would’ve been sending you to me tomorrow. The funeral is Monday, you know.”

“It is? That seems really soon.”

He gave a small shrug. 

“Did they do an autopsy?” 

He looked up at her again. She blushed, realizing how blunt she sounded.

“I only wondered because I hadn’t heard . . . how he’d died,” she said.

He pushed his glasses up and looked around the room like he was searching for an answer. Olli’s stomach sank. Was it impolite to ask how a person had died?

“I believe they’re saying he ingested an unhealthy amount of certain illegal substances,” Mr. Taylor finally replied, lifting a wisp of an eyebrow at her.

She forgot her discomfort when she realized what he meant.

“Peter wasn’t on drugs,” she stated.

He smoothed the burgundy satin of his vest. “No? Well, that’s only what was in the paper this morning.” He ran a finger along his chin and peered at her from the corner of his eye. “A plausible enough story though, ya?”

Before she could think how to respond, he guided her back to the dressing room.

“Best change now, Miss Speare. I’ll send Wren to the cleaners with your dress this afternoon.”

She turned, wanting to ask him what he’d meant. Was he saying that he didn’t think Peter had OD’d either? That the newspaper had made up the story?

But he pulled the curtain shut.

As she slipped out of the dress, coming up with a list of possibilities why the newspapers might lie about Peter’s death, her phone rang. She hastily hung the dress on its hanger and scrambled to dig her phone out of her backpack. She answered without looking at the incoming number, thinking it must be Chelle.

“Hello?”

“What are you wearing?”

She glanced at Mirror Girl. Her underwear and bra stretched thin around her, the elastic fraying.

“Barely anything,” she answered tartly.

“Does your phone have a camera?”

She propped her hand on her hip. “What do you want, Brend?”

“Just tell me where you are and don’t do anything. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Ha, ha. I’m hanging up now.”

“Wait, wait,” he said. “I’m supposed to pick you up.”

“Supposed to?”

His tone shifted from playful to serious. “Farren’s been asking for you all day. She convinced Hope to call your grandparents and ask them if you could stay with her tonight.”

“You’re not messing with me, are you?”

“She didn’t sleep last night, Speare. She skipped the gymnastics thing too. She’d feel better if you were here. We all would.”

She waited for one of the many obvious inappropriate comments, but he didn’t make any. “Okay,” she said. “I’m at Taylor’s right now.”

“Taylor’s? Why?”

“I was looking for new clothes, but I guess I’m buying a dress for Peter’s funeral instead. Did you know the paper said he OD’d?”

He was quiet for a moment. “I know what the paper said.”

“You don’t believe it either, do you?” she said.

“They write what they’re told.” In the background she could hear another voice—high and pestering. “We’re going right now,” he said to Farren. “We’ll talk about this later, Speare. We’ll be there to pick you up in a few minutes.” His voice turned light. “Don’t get dressed.”





Chapter 12

“Where are we going?” she asked as Brend turned in the wrong direction, away from the river.

His brow lifted. “To the mall, you said you need new clothes.”

In the backseat, Farren bounced. “Yay!” 

“I wasn’t planning on going right now. I don’t have much cash on me,” she said.

He smiled like she’d said something funny. Farren continued bouncing for a few minutes, chattering about which stores she wanted to go to and seeing a movie too—pleeease?—and then she fell silent. Olli twisted in her seat. Farren’s pink cheek lulled on her own tiny shoulder.

“I told you she hadn’t slept,” he said softly.

“We should take her home.”

“Let her nap. If she sleeps too long now, she won’t sleep later.”

Olli sat back and eyed the confounding, smoldering boy beside her.  His hair hung loose, tucked behind his ears. The shadow of a beard darkened his jaw. Heavy shadows smudged the thin skin around his eyes. For as flirtatious and ridiculous he could be, he also swung far too easily into somber and intense, like now.  

“You don’t look like you slept either,” she said.

“I’m used to it.”

“Tell me what really happened to Peter. He wasn’t a drug addict.”

He sidled a look at her. “How do you know?”

She picked at a loose thread on her shorts, debating whether or not to tell him the truth. Not that she was ashamed of her recent past, but she didn’t like talking about it either. Everyone in Horizon Creek already seemed to have a negative opinion of her mom. She didn’t want to contribute to that. 

“I’ve known more than a few.” Then she added more strongly, “Anyone with a serious habit is pretty easy to spot once you know the signs.” Except for Booker. She still couldn’t tell if he was using or not. 

Brend shifted in his seat, angling his chest towards her. His eyes stayed on the road. “Maybe it wasn’t a serious habit. Maybe it was a one-time thing.”

“He’d just left the Dowager’s. He’d stopped by your house to drop off dinner. A casual user wouldn’t walk around all day with enough drugs in his pocket to kill himself or shoot up while he was working when he was almost done for the day, not unless he was a complete idiot. Peter was not an idiot. And you’re not one to be coy, so spill it.”

“I’m not? You’ve known me all of a day and you’ve already figured me out?”

“Has it only been a day? Feels like an eternity. Are you going to tell me why the newspaper lied about Peter? Or maybe you want to tell me why my grandpa has a sizable cache of medieval weapons in his closet?”

His eyebrows shot up. “You’ve been busy.” He grinned. “Sneaking around Old Baer’s personals—risky business. Doesn’t sound like anything I want to be a party to.”

Her cheeks burned. “If someone would tell me the truth, I wouldn’t have to sneak.”

“I agree. Don’t get me wrong, Speare. I’m a proponent of full disclosure. If I had my way, you’d know everything, but then again”—his thumb thumped against the steering wheel—“there are things even I don’t know. Maybe there’s a good reason not to tell you everything.”

She crossed her arms and glared out the window. Tidy green rows of cotton sprawled as far as she could see.

“Besides,”—his voice turned apologetic—“I can’t tell you much of anything without breaking Booker’s promise.”

“So break it. I already know I’m a freak. I know my father died protecting your family. And by the way”—she punched him in the arm—“that’s for being a jerk to my grandpa.”

“Hey!” He rubbed his arm. “I thought you were supposed to protect me.”

“Yeah, but protect you from what? Are there other genetic freaks in Horizon Creek? Opposite-Speares? People born with an instinct to kill members of your family? And if a Gates isn’t handy, they’ll settle for one of your employees? Is that how Peter died? Or was it a shadow that killed him?” She snorted at the absurdity, shaking her head.

Silence filled the cool, dark interior.

She twisted her ponytail. “You can laugh anytime.”

He wasn’t looking at her. She leaned forward until she caught his eye. She didn’t like what she saw. She flopped back.

“I don’t believe this,” she said, pulse pushing into the next gear. “Which part was true? The killer freaks part or the shadow part?”

His voice was barely audible over the purr of the engine. “Do you really think that what you saw was a shadow, Speare?”

She didn’t know what to think. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She knew what she thought—rational, sensible, thoughts. Then there was what she felt—bizarre, intense, inexplicable feelings. But she couldn’t make the two come together. 

“If it wasn’t a shadow, then what was it?”

His lips pursed.

She swore under her breath. “Well, was what I saw in the woods, whatever it was, is that what killed Peter?”

Again, he didn’t answer. He didn’t even emote. But she could still feel the shift in the air around him when she hit on something close to the truth—like now.

“What is it? A wild animal? Some genetic experiment gone wrong? Are we in Island of Dr. Moreau territory here? Is that how I got stuck with the biological imperative to protect your sorry butt? Give me a hint, or something.”

“I’m trying, Olli, but it’s tricky.”

“I like the fact that you take promises so seriously, really I do, but this is crazy. If you’re in danger, I need to know.”

“Don’t you?” He looked at her from the corner of his eyes. “Know?”

Her heart started pounding out coded messages again. And again, she couldn’t decipher them. But she felt like, maybe, she was starting to get the gist. 

“You are in danger,” she said, feeling it was true and also feeling helpless to do anything about it. “And Peter’s death wasn’t an accident, was it?”

Brend tapped the steering wheel again, frown deepening.

 “I went to the library today, to check out the history section,” she said.

He smiled a little.

“I barely got through the door before Mrs. Miller shoved me out again. Did the whole town promise to treat me like I’m from the other side of the river?” she asked.

His smile disappeared. “Other side of the river? Where’d you hear that? And who told you—”

“I’m asking the questions,” she interjected. “Did everyone in town promise to keep me in the dark?”

He tilted his head, thoughtful. “You may have noticed that my family has a lot of influence.”

“Influence. You mean, money?”

“No, Olli. I said what I meant. I usually do.”

“Does this influence have something to do with Pap calling Booker ‘sir’?”

“He probably didn’t mean to do that,” he said and then added, “in front of you.”

“So we’re not just bodyguards. We’re servants.”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“Of course it is,” she muttered. 

“Do you know why people marry, Olli?”

She scowled at the redirect, but played along. “Love?”

“You can love a person without being married.”

She shrugged. “Tradition?”

“When you get up in front of your community and make a promise”—he glanced at her—“you’re not just telling them that you’re in love, or that you’re committed to each other. You’re asking them to support you. And even if some people think you’re making a huge mistake, if they care about you, they’ll shut their mouths and try to help you keep your promise.”

“So, you’re saying Booker made a promise and everyone’s helping him keep it. That’s why Mrs. Miller kicked me out.”

“People care about what my family does and what we say and the promises we make.”

“And if your influence doesn’t come from money, then where does it come from? What makes you so special?”

“My winning personality?”

She laughed. He took his eyes off the road for longer than a few seconds to look at her—too much.

She wiped the smile off her face. Focus, Speare.

“All right, so your family is, for some reason, so important that everybody kisses your collective butt. And also so important you have freak bodyguards to protect you, which has probably been going on for a long time because that shield”—her hand clenched, possessively—“was definitely old. But protect you from what? What killed Peter? What did I see? If it wasn’t just a shadow?” 

She leaned forward and fiddled with the vent. Cool air brushed across her cheeks like a whispery breath. 

“I heard whispers,” she said, thinking aloud. “I thought it was just the river, or a stream.” She rested her chin on her shoulder, looking over at him. “But it wasn’t, was it?”

She didn’t expect him to answer. And he didn’t.

 But she knew, down in her gut, that the whispers and the shadow were connected. 

She toyed with stereo controls, turning the radio on, staring blankly at the screen as she scrolled through stations, then turning it off again.  He didn’t say anything.

She put all her sensible, rational thoughts aside and focused only on what she’d seen. She tried to give the shadow definition. Too big to be a wolf or a deer. Too big to be a bear even. Too big.

Again, her heart knocked in her chest. Even if she understood what it was saying, she didn’t want to hear it. 

“I may read a lot of fantasy novels,” she said softly, “but I don’t believe in monsters.”

“You know what’s funny about monsters?” he asked, eyes on the road.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Her heart hurt from beating so hard. “You want me to believe in monsters now?”

“You want to know what I want? Really?”

Fire ignited under her skin again. “Please don’t mess with me right now.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?”

“I think Peter’s dead—”

“I know Peter’s dead,” he cut in. “Do you know what I’ve learned from death?”

She crossed her arms.

“Life is short,” he said. “Do you think I want to waste my time messing around?” He sank back into his own seat, glowering at the road. “Or looking for a way out?”

Her phone rang. She scrambled to pull it out of her backpack. The name on the screen read: Chelle. Silencing the ringer, she looked over her shoulder. Farren remained burrowed in the cushy leather, mouth hanging open. 

“Who was that?” he asked.

She put the phone away. She could talk to Chelle later when Brend wasn’t there, warping the world around him with tension and too-muchness.

 “No one.”

“The same no one who told you what it means to be a Speare?”

“Do you want to know what I’ve learned from death?” She matched his flat tone. “It sucks. And there’s no getting around it or changing it or fighting it. That’s just how it is.”

She rested her head against the window, attempting to smooth the crease from between her eyebrows. And failing. 

Everything she knew, half-knew, and thought-possible sloshed around in her head like flotsam. But she couldn’t grab hold of any of it. She kept sinking down into the depths, where she couldn’t breathe, nothing was clear, and a shadow lurked, whisper-whispering like the keeper of a thousand souls trapped in its darkness.

No matter how hard she struggled to return to the surface, where things made sense, where life was reasonable and logical, she only seemed to sink more.

“You’re not going crazy, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 

The mind reader strikes again. His voice was too kind and gentle. She didn’t want to be comforted. She wanted to be annoyed and angry. Those were emotions she could work with. All his soothing sweetness did was turn her into melty custard.

She let her head drop back against the seat. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I feel like I’m falling down the rabbit hole.”

“And who does that make me? The White Rabbit?”

“I was thinking the Cheshire Cat. I keep asking questions, and you keep giving me answers that make no sense.”

He grinned. “They make sense if you’re mad.”

“I thought you said I wasn’t going crazy.”

“You can’t go crazy when you’re already mad.”

“Am I mad?”

“You must be, or you wouldn’t be here with me.”

The car stopped. She blinked, disoriented by the disappearance of the dozy fields and long stands of pine. A group of girls passed behind the car, their laughter sounded distant, like something out of a dream.

Brend rested his arm on the console and took her hand. “I have an idea, Alice, let’s leave Wonderland behind and pretend to be sane, normal teenagers. While we still can.”

He kissed her hand. A light, quick brush of his lips across her skin.

Sticky, melted custard.





Chapter 13

Farren skipped beside Olli. “Then I want to go to the movies. Can we go to the movies?”

“Maybe,” Olli said, trying to find her bearings. 

The spinning carousel and all the people hustling by made her dizzy. The clash of scents, from the fried haze hanging over the food court to the synthetic fruit cocktail oozing out of the lotion shop, caused her stomach to do a twisting pirouette. Screeching and shouting kids in the play area added to the sensory assault. Having grown up in the city, she should’ve been immune to the barrage of too many people in too small of a space. But maybe she’d already become accustomed to the languid lifestyle in Horizon Creek, because the urge to run back to the car and hide threatened to overwhelm her.

Even though Farren still had purple circles under her eyes, she bounced on her toes. She’d already listed a dozen stores she wanted to go to and a hundred things she NEEDED. Brend walked beside them in his own personal bubble. Olli couldn’t help but notice that every girl of a certain age tried to catch his eye, but he didn’t seem to see anyone but Farren and her.

Stepping out of the flow of traffic, between a pillar and what appeared to be an actual living tree, she dug in her backpack until she found her wallet. Less than thirty dollars. That wasn’t going to buy her very much, but she could pick up a few essentials. She frowned at the nearest clothing shop, where mannequins struck flirty poses. It would have been better if they’d gone to a big box store. Her money would’ve gone a lot further. 

Brend leaned against the pillar. “Here.” He pulled out a clipped bunch of bills from his pocket, unfolded about half of them and put them in her hand. “Spend it.”

Farren insinuated herself between them, not that there was much room for her to squeeze into. “Can I get some new nail polish and new shoes? The ones with the—”

“This is for you,” he said, handing her a hundred dollar bill. “The rest is Olli’s. Make sure she spends it.”

Olli thumbed apart the bills—seven, all hundreds. She pushed them back at him. “I can’t take this.”

“If you don’t take it and buy what you need, I’m going to take it and buy what I’d like to see you in. Then I’ll send it to your house care of dear cousin Danny. I wonder how he’ll feel about my clothing choices for his innocent little cousin.”

“Are you evil? Is that it?”

His grin confirmed that he was.

She fixed him with a look she hoped he’d take seriously. “I don’t need it.” She pressed it against his chest.

He closed his hand around hers.

“Speare, two things. One, don’t lie to me. And two, it’s your biological imperative to protect my sorry butt, right?”

She could sense some Cheshire Cat-style logic coming on, but didn’t know how to avoid it. “So?”

“So it’s my biological imperative to clothe yours.” He started to back away, leaving her with the money and Farren. “Spend it.”

“She will!” Farren said, grabbing Olli’s arm and pulling her in the opposite direction.

“Where are you going?” she called after him.

He smiled and half-shrugged. A flow of shoppers filled the space between them until he vanished.

Farren dragged her towards the beat-filled flirty-clothing shop, pointing and “ooo-ing” at everything.

As resistant as she was to spending the money Brend had given her, Farren dogged her. Her own thirty dollars disappeared in a flash. She told herself she’d only spend what she knew she could pay back, but after two hours most of the money was gone. Farren was mostly to blame. She did a store-by-store check of the remaining cash and kept reminding Olli of what Brend had threatened to do if the money wasn’t spent. Olli didn’t doubt that Brend was mad enough to do it. And the animosity between Daniel and Brend was bad enough.

At the department store, she bored Farren by loading up on not-pink, not-lacy underwear. But she allowed the seven-year-old to dress her up a little at some of the other shops, although most of the time she didn’t buy what Farren picked.

“Where would I wear that?” she asked when Farren pushed a sparkling purple tank-top at her.

“Wherever you wanted.”

“I don’t see the people in Horizon Creek wearing that many sequins. If I stood in the sunlight, I’d blind people.” But she took the top from Farren anyway. It was cute. Was there a possibility that she might have an occasion to wear it, like on a date, maybe?

“Brend would like it.”

Olli rolled her eyes, but didn’t put the top back on the rack. “What do I care if Brend likes it?”

“Because . . .” Farren’s cheeks went pink and she covered her mouth, giggling.

“What’s so funny?”

Farren opened up her hands, cupping them around her mouth and whispering, “He likes you.”

In spite of herself, Olli could feel her skin warming. “Oh, you think so?”

“He wants to kiss you.” Farren started giggling so much she got the hiccups.

She handed Farren her cup. Farren had allowed them a break from shopping for smoothies and pretzels, but Olli’s stomach continued to growl. All the shopping had worn her out.

Farren sucked down the last of the strawberry smoothie, still hiccupping. Olli took a couple of shirts, including the sequined purple tank, to the register. She flashed Farren the last of the bills, two twenties and a few singles. Farren nodded approvingly. After they’d paid, the girl behind the register started handing her the dozen or so shopping bags they’d left there on the way in.

“Oops, one more,” the girl said, handing Olli the last bag. Her bright blue eyes tracked from Olli to Farren. “Are y’all from Horizon Creek?”

“Yes, we are,” Farren declared.

The girl nodded. “I visited the college up there last spring. Do y’all like it?”

“We love it,” Farren said between hiccups. 

“How did you know we were from Horizon Creek?” Olli asked.

“Oh, I could just tell.” The girl waved her hand, fingernails decorated with glittering starbursts. “You have that Horizon Creek accent.”

“I do?” Olli said, dubious. But the girl nodded.

“My grandma said it’s because y’all immigrated here together and then kept to yourselves. She said people used to think y’all were gypsies or something. Until you built the college and the hospital and all that. Where are your people from? I didn’t hear nothing about that on the tour and I forgot to ask.”

“Someplace nobody’s ever heard of.” Farren seized Olli’s hand and pulled her away. “We have to go now.”

“Thanks!” Olli called to the girl. 

She waved, smiling.

“Farren, where did the people in Horizon Creek immigrate from?” she asked as Farren dragged her out of the store. She knew her mom’s side of the family was a mutt mix, but she’d never asked about her father’s side of the family. They didn’t quite look like anyone she’d seen anywhere, let alone Mississippi. Maybe some kind of Asian or Arabic or possibly Polynesian or Creole mash-up? She had no clue.  

Farren’s eyes widened. “Um . . . Can we eat now?” 

Olli nodded and Farren led her to the food court. 

Another question off limits.

They purchased burgers and fries. Farren carried the tray to the table. Olli dumped the bags and dropped into the chair with a grateful sigh.

“How did I do?” Olli asked, referring to the shopping.

“Good,” Farren said. Hiccup. French fry. Hiccup. Burger bite.

“Glad I met with your approval.” 

“Brend will be happy you bought the purple shirt.” Farren grinned.

“That’s nice,” she said, “but I didn’t buy it for him. I bought it because I liked it.” 

Hiccup. “So . . .?”

“So what?”

Farren snickered. “Do you like him back?”

Olli wiped her greasy fingers on her napkin. Her gaze swept the food court. No sign of Brend. “Did he tell you to ask me that?”

“No.”

“Then why are you so curious?”

Farren drowned her fry in a puddle of ketchup. “Because I’m your friend. You tell your friends when you like a boy.”

“Oh, is that right?”

Farren nodded as she licked the ketchup off the fry before dunking it again.

“But he’s not just a boy, he’s your brother. Wouldn’t it be weird if I liked him?”

“No.” Hiccup. “Do you?”

Olli played with her straw. Obviously she had stupid girl feelings for Brend. But with everything else going on, she’d been able to avoid thinking about them—too much.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just met him. You should tell me about him. Why should I like him?”

“Because he’s smart and handsome, and he’s a really good brother. He reads to me at night,” Farren said.

The image of Brend reading Farren a bedtime story tugged hard on her heartstrings, but she stilled them. “Those are all good reasons but, since you’re my friend, you should tell me what’s bad about him too. So I can make an informed decision.”

Farren screwed up her face in exaggeration of thought. “He doesn’t let me play on the computer as much as I want to.”

“That’s not his fault.”

Farren picked the seeds off her hamburger bun, one at a time. “Sometimes he stays out all night. And he fights with Booker a lot. Hope says he shouldn’t and then they fight too.”

Olli leaned towards her. “I’m sorry. Families fight sometimes. My brother and I fight all the time.”

“Sometimes he says things to Roper that are mean, but Roper won’t fight with him. That makes Brend mad. Hope says he’s just dis . . . displating?”

“Displating?” Olli propped her chin in her hand, thinking. “You mean, displacing?”

“Right, displacing. That’s it.” Farren’s nose scrunched. “What’s that mean?”

“Um . . . I think it means that he’s mad about something, but he’s taking it out on Roper and Booker, even though it’s not their fault. He takes the anger that should go one place and places it somewhere it doesn’t belong.”

“Oh.” Farren slumped back in her chair, hiccups gone. “That makes sense.”

“Does it?”

“He’s been different since he came back, since Mom and Dad aren’t home.” Farren hugged her knees to chest. “I wish they’d come back.”

Sensing tears coming, Olli moved over to Farren’s side of the table, wrapping an arm around her tiny charge. “I’m sure they’ll be back as soon as they can.”

Farren whimpered. 

“What do they say when you talk to them?” Olli asked gently.

Farren sniffled. “I haven’t. They can’t call. Hope says phones don’t work over there.”

Olli frowned and pulled Farren closer. Olli had assumed that Farren’s parents called later, when Olli wasn’t there. Hope said they were away, but she hadn’t been specific about how long they would be gone, or even where they had gone.

“But they email, right?”

Farren shook her head, tears running down her cheeks.

Olli stroked Farren’s glossy hair. Where in the world could Farren’s parents have gone that they didn’t have phone or email? Even astronauts could video chat from space. And what kind of business could be done in a place so remote that phones and email weren’t available?

“Do you know where they are?” Olli asked softly.

Farren buried her face in Olli’s side. “Far away,” she said, her voice a muffled sob.

Well, this wasn’t good. Olli scrambled to think of a way to make things better.

“I have a secret to tell you.” She bent her head down next to Farren’s, taking a page out of Brend’s playbook.

Farren pulled back an inch. “What is it?”

“You have to swear not to tell. Pinky swear.” She held out her finger.

Farren hooked her pinky around Olli’s. Olli put her mouth close to Farren’s ear.

“I do like your brother.”

The tears dried up in an instant. Olli wished her thoughts could be so easily diverted.

“Are you going to tell him?” Farren asked.

The suggestion was horrifying, but she had to focus on picking Farren’s spirits up and not her own mortification. “Do you think I should?”

Farren nodded, vehemently, sitting up straighter. “If you told him you liked him, maybe he wouldn’t be so mad and would stop fighting with everybody all the time.”

Well, that was an idea. She recalled Mam saying something similar at dinner, about how a girlfriend might help Brend take his mind off things. She wondered why everyone seemed to think that teenage romance would make Brend less moody. In her experience—and she’d had a couple of casual boyfriends in the past—dating only led to more drama, not less.

“Anyway”—Farren’s legs began to swing back and forth—“he already asked me if it was okay if he kissed you.” Her cheeks flared pink again. 

 “When did he ask you that?”

“Today, before we picked you up at Taylor’s.”

Olli’s own face felt like a hot plate. She pinched Farren’s side playfully. “And what did you say?”

Farren giggled as Olli tickled her. “I said yes!” She squirmed away. 

“And when was he going to ask me if I wanted to be kissed?”

His voice was right next to her ear. “How about right now?”





Chapter 14

She hadn’t died of embarrassment, but if it were possible for such a thing to happen, she would have.

She diverted attention from herself by prompting Farren to relate every detail of their shopping spree to him. That worked well enough for the time it took for them to leave the mall and return to the car. 

They’d spent more time shopping than she’d realized. The sun quickly ran towards the horizon, sapping the heat just a little.

When he popped the trunk, she dropped the few bags he’d allowed her to carry. Charming jerk.

“What the—?”

He lifted a brow, pretending to be offended. “Language, Speare.”

She reached into the trunk and picked up the sheathed sword. She held it up to him. “What is this?”

“It’s a sword,” Farren said matter-of-factly.

“Thank you,” she said. “I mean, what are you doing with a sword?” Her eyes locked onto the other item in the trunk. “And a shield?”

He took the sword from her, but she hardly noticed. The shield was almost identical to the one in Pap’s armoire—the size, the shape, the sheen, even the wings engraved in the center. And again, she experienced a deep down urge to pick it up.

Brend slid the sword back into the trunk and piled the shopping bags on top.

“Explain,” she demanded.

“Brend—” Farren said in that you-promised-not-to-say-anything voice.

“Later, Speare.” If the circles under his eyes weren’t so dark, she might’ve argued. He shut the trunk. “Let’s go home, ya?”

She bit her tongue, for the moment. They piled back into the car. A few minutes later, after they’d exited onto the highway, Farren was asleep again. Brend looked like he might not be far behind her.

“Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” she asked.

“Do you have a permit?”

“No,” she admitted. She’d transferred schools after the semester had started and missed out on driver’s ed. Her sixteenth birthday had come and gone, but other than moving the van they’d been living in from one block to another, she hadn’t even practiced driving. She’d lived in the city; driving really hadn’t been necessary. 

“I’m fine,” he said.

Soon, the city lights faded behind them. Once they turned off the main highway, the road became narrow and lonely. Sunlight died around them.

“What did you do while we were shopping?” she asked.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a new phone. He held it out to her. “Put your number in it.”

“Ever heard the word please?” she said, taking the phone from him.

“It has a vaguely familiar ring to it.”

She entered her number, thinking about his parents. Hope had said they’d left three months ago. Three months without calling or emailing? Olli noticed that Brend had already entered Hope, Roper, Booker, and Farren’s number. Two other names appeared as well, Mom and Dad. 

Olli’s mom had called every day the first couple of weeks, but then she’d started taking two intensive math and science classes. She’d only been accepted on the condition that she pass the courses before the start of the radiologist program in September. She also worked part-time at the hospital’s coffee shop, mostly weekend nights. Still, she called every Monday and Thursday night, along with random texts throughout the day. Olli tried to imagine some circumstance that would prevent her mom from communicating for three months.

Only one word came to mind.

Death.

She shook the thought away. They couldn’t be dead. If they were, why hide it? Clearly, Farren thought her parents were alive. Why would anyone lie to Farren? But she couldn’t help feeling like this family had one too many secrets and not just the ones they kept from her.

She started to hand the phone back to him when she noticed the image on the protective case—two glowing green cat eyes and one big unsettling Cheshire grin. 

She held it up to him. “Cute.”

“I thought you’d like that,” he said, taking the phone from her. “You never answered.”

“Answered what?”

“Whether or not it’s okay if I kiss you.”

Death by embarrassment in five, four, three . . .

“You really do say everything you think, don’t you?”

“Not everything. There are things I’d like to say, but I’m afraid you might run away if I did.”

She chose to ignore his suggestive tone, or the countdown might resume. “Things like where your parents are?”

She knew it would kill the flirtatious tension crackling around them and that was part of the reason she’d asked. But when the mood in the car turned darker than the leather, she found she missed the pin-prickles and fluttery skipping of her pulse. And his smile.

“Why can’t they call? Or email?” The level of unease should have made her back off, but for some reason it only made her want the answer more. The tightness in her chest began to build again. “Are they in trouble?” The moment the words came out of her mouth, a switch flipped. Awkward, unsure Olli disappeared, and genetic freak, bred-to-protect Olli took over. 

All her senses sharpened. The purr of the engine grew into a deafening roar, the sun seemed to reverse course and grow brighter—the world lit as clear as midday. Pressure built within her, like her inner fizz was being shaken by a paint-mixer. “They are, aren’t they?”

“Stand down, Speare,” he said, straddling tense and sad. “My parents are . . . beyond your help.” A weak smile returned to his face. “But I appreciate the sentiment, really.” 

“How am I supposed to do anything if I don’t know what’s going on?”

He sank deeper into his seat. “Maybe you’re not supposed to. Maybe you can’t. Maybe none of us can.”

The engine’s roar went up a pitch as he accelerated.
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Her eyes snapped open. She shot upright. “Where are we?”

Brend flinched. “Guards, Speare. You want me to drive off the road?”

She twisted around in her seat. Farren snoozed away in the back. Everything outside was black. She couldn’t believe she’d dozed off. She’d only meant to close her eyes for a second.

Now, the weariness was gone and her “Speareness” was back into high gear. Sight and hearing, super. Heartbeat, more like heart-thrum. And that pressure in her chest, building.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

She didn’t know. Scanning out the windows, she could see well beyond the reach of the headlights into darkness that she had no business being able to see into. But Speare Olli wasn’t asking questions about how and why, she only had one question. 

Where? Where is it?

Because she could tell, in the woods closing around them, that there was something out there.

“We’re almost home,” he said. “We just crossed the bridge.”

She turned to look out the back window. The bridge was out-of-sight, the town’s streetlights obscured behind the trees. Shadows oozed across the road behind them like an oil spill. Then a flash appeared, as though a massive camera light had flared in the darkness.

Her body clenched.

“Drive faster.” Her voice had a disembodied quality to it, cool, but commanding.

Her arms felt light—floaty. Her hands curled and uncurled.

“What is it?” He glanced over his shoulder. She could hear his pulse jump and race. 

She rested her hand on his arm. “Just drive. Fast.”

He accelerated, but the hills and curves didn’t allow him to go much faster than he’d already been driving. 

Not fast enough.

Brend cursed. Under his breath he said, “After dark. So stupid.”

She searched the blurs of darkness, trying to catch another glimpse.

She hit the sunroof button. Hot wind filled the car and billowed her hair. She gripped the roof and peered out into the shadows beyond the taillights. She closed her eyes and listened.

Above the panther growl of the engine and the white-noise of the wind, she heard . . . thump thump-thump-thump and the softest crunch of leaves. Something was running through the woods to their right, not far behind. She continued to listen. No breathing, no panting, but a softer sound, like water rushing over rocks, like whispers.

She opened her eyes in time to see it again. White flashed over the surface of the creature, the monster, like its skin had blinked. A huge hunched figure, the size of an elephant, but with the gait of a dog, chased after them.

The car swerved and came to a stop. She tumbled, smacking her head on the edge of the sunroof. She landed butt in the wheel well, back to the dash, bracing herself on the door. Pain shot back to front in her head like a table tennis ball.

Brend swore, pressing the button of the receiver clipped to his visor to open the gates.

“What’s going—” Farren’s voice was sleep-slurred.

“Pop the trunk.” Olli shoved her door open and stumbled out. The gates whined softly as they opened—so very slowly.

“What are you—?”

“Do it!” She slammed the door in his face and then raced to the back of the car.

Thump thump-thump-thump. Thump—

The trunk popped. She tore the shield free from the heaps of bags and turned, sliding her arm through the cuff at the center, grasping the braided rope at the edge.

Silence. Stillness.

She squinted, pushing her super-vision to its maximum, dissecting the shadows. 

The swelling pressure in her chest was near exploding.

Brend opened his door. “Olli—”

“Drive.”

“But—”

“Now!” She slammed the rim of the shield down on the pavement. 

A sharp tug pulled at her chest, like someone had reached in and torn her heart out. The ground undulated under her feet. A deep whoom filled the air. Her eardrums trembled.

A shrill scream issued from the darkness—a thousand screams. The shriek pierced her ears like a spear through her skull.

And then it was silent.

She fell, almost dropping her shield. Her knees smashed against the pavement. She leaned against the shield, panting. The scream echoed in her ears. She peered over the shield, searching the darkness. Nothing.

Whatever it was. It was gone. For now.

A hand touched her shoulder. She shot up, spun, and shoved Brend. He stumbled into the back of his car. 

“I told you to drive.”

Farren opened her door, peeking out. “Olli?”

“It’s all right,” she said, scanning the trees again. “Everything’s fine.”

Except for the monster. Everything was just . . . fine.





Chapter 15

Brend returned to the kitchen. “Farren’s asleep.” He joined Booker on the opposite side of the counter.

Olli set the scissors down. She’d cut all the tags off her new clothes. She needed to wash some for tomorrow, since they hadn’t stopped to pick her up anything from home.

Brend’s voice was soft. “She didn’t really understand—” 

Booker held up his hand, silencing Brend. He stepped forward and rested his hands on the counter. “Olli?”

She looked back at him coolly. Her legs still trembled, and she was one wrong word away from really losing it.

“What happened”—Booker bowed his head, seeming to search the granite for his next words—“isn’t something we should tell anyone about.”

Her temper flared. “Then I’d better cancel the town meeting I called.”

She found it hard to stay mad at Booker though. He was too thin and ashen. And his gentle demeanor didn’t help. “I know you’re scared—”

“I am not scared,” she stated, which was true. 

She wasn’t afraid of what she’d seen, or even of what had happened. She was confused and angry that she didn’t understand, and that no one was helping her to understand. And she worried that she was actually losing her mind.

Brend came around to her side of the counter. She gritted her teeth. She couldn’t shake her lingering anger at him. “Olli, listen—”

“No, you listen.” She pushed away from the island and off of the stool. “The next time I tell you to do something, you do it. And if you aren’t about to explain everything, and I mean everything, then I don’t want to hear anything that either of you have to say.”

Brend looked at Booker like he was asking for permission. Booker pursed his lips and looked away.

Olli scooped up her clothes and charged to the laundry room.

As she stuffed the clothes into the front-loading washing machine, she took a deep breath for the first time since she’d woken up in full Speare-mode. This didn’t help keep the tears back. She dropped back onto her heels, hanging onto the washer’s door for support.

She replayed the evening from the moment her instinct had woken her. It had taken her over. That girl in the mirror—she’d taken over. She’d known what to do while Olli had been clueless, like split personalities. Maybe that was it. Maybe she was mad, just like Brend had said. She had another personality. Her other half suffered delusions of grandeur. She thought she was a superhero. She imagined she could see in the dark and hear heartbeats. That was it. Mirror Girl was mad as a hatter. She thought she saw monsters. 

A monster with no head, whose skin blinked like a massive eye. Whose scream was still ringing in Olli’s ears.

Fingers brushed hers. She snapped upright. Her cheeks were wet and her vision blurred. Brend squatted on the other side of the washer’s glass-fronted door. At least he looked apologetic.

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” he said. “I didn’t want to leave you behind.”

She closed the door and stood up, wiping her face with the backs of her hands. “Just tell me that you saw it.”

He stood slowly, a deep furrow in his brow, hands sliding into his jean pockets. He shook his head.

“Great.” She punched the buttons of the machine, starting it. The soft whoosh of water filled the laundry room, which was about as big as her bedroom.

“But I heard it,” he said, catching her eye. “I heard it when you . . .” His voice lowered. “What did you do?”

“Tell me what you heard,” she said, holding her tears down in her throat.

He looked chary for a moment, like he might not be able to answer, either because of some stupid mysterious promise or because he’d been lying about hearing something in the first place. If he didn’t answer her, she was prepared to call her grandparents, or Daniel if she had to, and beg them to come pick her up and take her straight to a doctor. 

But then he spoke.

“A scream. Or more like a million screams, all in one. I can still hear it.”

Her breath hitched. He had heard. 

“And you did something too,” he said. “I felt it,”—he touched his chest—“here. Like . . . a sub-bass vibration. The ground shook.”

Tears trembled on the rims of her eyes. 

“You swear? Promise me that you’re not lying. You really did hear it?”

“I heard it. I swear.”

She took a deep breath and then another. So, either they were both mad, or the blinking-skin monster really did exist. She didn’t know which was worse.

“Farren heard it too,” he said, looking miserable. “I had to tell her she dreamt it.”

“Why couldn’t you just tell me it was a dream?”

“Because I promised I would tell you the truth. There is no waking up from this nightmare, Alice. Welcome to Wonderland.”

“You know what it is, don’t you? You suspected right away, the other morning. What is it?” 

His eyes lowered. “You’re bleeding again.”

She glanced down at the scabs that had torn open. Blood smeared the white tile where she’d knelt.

“Stupid fragile body.” Now she needed to wash up again. Then she remembered she’d left her clothes from yesterday in the dryer. Had that only been yesterday?

She opened the dryer and took the clothes out. “I’m going to take a shower.”

“Need comp—”

She held up her finger at him. “Not now, cat.”
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As big as the house was, Olli knew she was alone when she opened the bathroom door. Or, at least, that no one else was awake. 

She stopped in the laundry room to move her clothes into the dryer and start the next load, then walked up the hall to the family room. Gentle wavering light flowed off the pool through the glass doors. On the other side of the turquoise glow, the lights in the guesthouse burned. 

When she stepped out onto the patio, damp air coiled around her. Her attention turned towards the fence. As she’d showered, she reasoned with her unreasonable alter-ego. They had to try to work together. 

Now, she could feel her attention being directed to the fence. It was a strange feeling. It still felt separate from her. An alien instinct. But as she breathed deeply and put her own logical thoughts aside, Mirror Girl’s intuitions seemed to coalesce, from murky feelings into almost thoughts. 

The fence kept them safe.

She didn’t know how or why, but she knew it was true.

A raised voice preceded the guest house door opening. She slipped into the shadows between the lounge chairs and the garage. 

Brend stormed out. Booker appeared, a thin silhouette in the doorway. 

“You can’t walk away from me,” Booker called, voiced strained.

Brend turned, holding his arms open in a provocative posture, still moving. “What am I doing? Looks like I’m walking away. What are you going to do? Let me guess. The same thing as always. Nothing!”

“I’m not doing nothing!” Booker took a few steps out of the house and then stopped, half-turning like he wanted to go back. “I’m trying to—”

The edge of Brend’s hand slammed down against his palm. “You’re wasting your time! There’s nothing in those books. Don’t you think someone would’ve found it already?”

Olli cringed. It had only been two days, yet she felt like she’d heard all of Brend’s ugliest tones. The worst part was that she could tell they stemmed from some kind of pain. She wished she knew what it was. Not that she could protect him, but maybe she could do something.

“What would you know about it?” Booker said, finally showing some teeth. “You won’t listen. You haven’t studied. You think I’m going to be here forever?”

Even from the shadows, she could see the looks of pain on their faces. Booker especially looked stricken, as if he might shatter at the slightest touch. He lifted his hand towards Brend like he hoped Brend would take it.

“You’ll have time—”

Brend crossed his arms tight, closing up. “Time for what? How long will Dad last? And I don’t see you running off to make yourself an heir. How long will you last? I know what kind of time I have. I don’t need a book to tell me that. You want to do something? Why don’t you do something for Mom?”

“Brend”—Booker rubbed the bridge of his nose—“Mom chose to go.”

“So instead of trying to find a way to save yourself, why don’t you try to find a way to save her?”

Olli tensed again, just as she had in the car when Brend had pretty much admitted that his parents were in trouble. She’d never met them, but apparently, her freak instinct applied to them as well.

“There is no way—”

“According to your books. But what about her? If there’s a way, she’ll know—”

“No.” Booker’s voice changed so quickly, from weak and raspy to commanding and final, that Olli flinched. Booker didn’t seem to notice, but Brend glanced in her direction.

Booker charged over to his brother and seized his shoulders.

“You may be able to defy me about everything else. But not about this. Do not go to her. She cannot help. Even if she could, what would you have to give up in exchange? Everything, Brend, and more. Mom wouldn’t want that. Besides, Mom had her own plan. That’s why she left.”

“What plan?”

“I don’t know, but I forbid you to ask that woman for anything. She’s poison. Remember what she did. Remember why we’re here. She can’t help you.”

Brend lowered his head in apparent submission. Booker clapped his brother on the shoulder and then turned back towards the guest house, bare feet softly scraping across the concrete. The door shut.

Brend lifted his head, looking in Olli’s direction.

She stepped out of the shadows, lost for words.

After a moment, he turned towards the house. She followed him inside. He plopped down on the couch. She sat beside him. Neither of them spoke.

He grabbed the remote, turned on the TV, and sank into the pillows. Olli tucked her feet up, hugging a pillow to her chest.

“Are you really not afraid?” He didn’t look at her. The light from the TV washed all the color from his face, leaving him gray, bloodless.

She searched herself, reaching into the depths where Mirror Girl lived. She shuddered as she felt her other half reach back, so familiar, yet so alien—and so ready, always ready.

I don’t get to be afraid, was Mirror Girl’s answer. That’s not why I’m here.

She reached over and took his hand. His hand turned in hers. Their fingers threaded together.





Chapter 16

“Olli, wake up! Guess what?”

She woke to Farren tugging on her arm, dislodging her from between the couch and Brend. He threw his arm over his eyes.

“Come back later,” he muttered.

“I’m going on a ship!” Farren announced, not seeming to find Olli and Brend tangled on the couch together in the least bit interesting. She bounced and performed a ballet pose, arms outstretched, leg up behind her. “It’s a princess ship.”

Olli pushed upright. Brend rolled over, pinning her leg under his and wrapping his arm around her waist. She pushed her hair back and rubbed her eyes as Farren continued to pirouette around the coffee table. Hope came in, hair wet, eyes bleary, carrying her laptop.

Olli’s first instinct was to pronounce that nothing had happened. Instead she cleared her throat and asked, “What about a ship?” 

She and Brend had stayed up late talking—he’d told her about the rigors and absurdities of boarding school, his love of yachting, some of the dumb pranks his old friends had played, and she’d told him about losing her dad, growing up in the city, and even about being homeless—and then they’d just fallen asleep. She didn’t want Hope to think . . . well, Brend hadn’t even tried anything. She might’ve been a bit disappointed, though she’d enjoyed talking to him—really. It had been so easy and kind of a relief. She hadn’t realized how much she’d wanted to talk about everything that had happened to her over the last year. He’d just listened without any hint of judgment. She’d needed that. And after all the guessing games, it was nice to have a conversation sans mystery.   

But Hope looked about as interested in Olli’s love life as Farren. 

The doctor slid her laptop onto the island. She blinked at Olli, trying to focus, eyes blood shot. Did anyone in this family sleep? 

“A two week cruise,” Hope said. “She’s going with a good friend of mine and her daughter. I booked it this morning.”

Olli understood both the tone and the look on Hope’s face. A weight lifted off of her chest.

Farren continued to prance, cooing, “Princess cruise.”

“Good,” Olli said. “When does it leave?”

“Not until next week.” Hope filled the coffee pot with water and gave Olli another significant look. “Hopefully, we can survive until then.”

“I’m going to pack!” Farren declared and bounded off, out-of-sight.

Olli pushed at Brend until he rolled off of her. 

“What?” he said, grumpily.

She climbed over him and joined Hope at the kitchen island. “You know what happened?” she asked Hope.

Hope nodded. “Booker called me last night.”

Olli rested her hands on the counter, feeling that she and Mirror Girl were both on the same wavelength, for once. “You should go too.” 

“I wish I could, but there’s no one to cover. We’re understaffed as it is.”

“Then what about him?” She notched her thumb back at Brend. “And Roper? Where is Roper?”

“He went to a concert in Jackson last night,” Brend said, standing up. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

The doorbell chimed. Hope hit the brew button on the coffee maker and then went to answer the door.

Olli turned to face Brend, stuffing all the girl-feelings into a box and sitting on the lid. “You should leave too.”

He stretched and yawned. “Nope.”

She leaned her hands on back of the couch. “After what happened last night, I think you would all be better off someplace else. Far away.”

He leaned across the couch too, his hands covering hers. “Sure, Speare. I’ll head for the hills . . . if you come with me. Do you think your grandparents would let you take a two week cruise with me? What do you think cousin Daniel would say about that?”

She slid her hands away. “Don’t be—”

“Don’t be what? Honest? I’m not going anywhere. And here’s another completely unpromise-related factoid: even if you could convince Hope and Roper and me to go, there is nothing you could say that would make Booker leave his fortress of solitude. Nothing. So let me ask you this, Speare. Can you leave town without Booker?”

Before she could think about it, Hope called out from the hall.

“Olli! Your brother is here.”

She frowned and glanced at the microwave clock. Then she hurried to the door. Whatever had gotten Nate out of bed at this hour had to be urgent.

But when she reached the door, she found Nate looking bored, and battered. Both of his eyes were black. His arms under his rumpled T-shirt looked even worse than they had the day before. At least he smelled like he’d showered—and then been attacked by body spray. She wished someone would teach him how to moderate. In the driveway, Daniel’s truck rumbled, his music blared. He stared straight ahead like he had blinders on.

Hope lingered inside the doorway, two large dishes in her arms, one stacked on top of the other. Olli knew Mam’s work when she saw it. No doubt Mam thought all the Gateses were starving without Peter.

“What happened to you?” she asked Nate.

Nate held out the garment bag by its hanger. “Here. Mam didn’t know if you were staying another night, so she sent this.” 

She took the dress. 

He turned. “Later.”

“Wait.” She stepped onto the stoop. The sun still hid behind the trees, but the air already sweltered. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“You have two black eyes.”

Nate touched his face like he’d forgotten. “Oh, yeah. It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

“How did it happen?”

Nate waved her off and started to walk back towards the truck.

“Where are you going?” she called after him.

Nate turned, still walking. “To the mall. I have to buy some nice white clothes.” He made a face. “Whoever heard of wearing white to a funeral? Anyway, I don’t know why I have to go. I didn’t know the guy.” He reached the truck and opened the door, but didn’t get in. His gaze strayed past Olli.

She glanced back. Brend leaned against the threshold.

Nate smirked. “Babysitting, huh?” 

He jumped into the truck. The engine revved deafeningly and then roared around the looping driveway back towards the gate.

She could feel Brend move closer to her without even turning around. “Your brother looks like a Speare.”
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Around noon, Roper returned.

When he opened the patio door, hair an adorable mess, eyes alight, grinning, she didn’t understand why he was so happy until she saw the beautiful young woman behind him.

Farren scrambled out of the water and onto the edge of the diving board. “Chelle! Chelle! Hi! Watch this!” She struck a ballet pose.

“Excellent, Farren! C’est bien!” Chelle called.

Farren bowed and then jumped into the pool.

Olli put her phone aside and stood up. She’d been making a list of questions, meaning to call Chelle the first free moment she had. But Farren had been stuck to her side all morning, almost as much as Brend had, though not quite as literally. 

When Farren had dragged them outside, Brend had hooked Olli around the waist and pulled her onto the double lounger in the shade. She made it clear that no more cuddling would occur until they’d had a serious talk. Not when Farren’s around, he’d said. Then lowered his sunglasses and leaned back. She understood his reluctance, appreciated it even, but she was sick with questions. Even if he couldn’t answer them, she was willing to play the Cheshire Cat’s game to get even a little closer to some answers. But the cat wasn’t playing. Except with the ends of her hair, which she pretended wasn’t filling her with flutters. In spite of the heat, he’d insinuated his leg under hers as she sat cross-legged mulling over her list of questions. She had to stay focused. No matter how unfocused he tried to make her.

When Chelle appeared, it was like an angel had been sent from heaven. Olli smiled at them as they strolled over, both looking far too good considering their casual attire. 

Brend propped himself up on his elbows. “What is she doing here?”

Olli’s hand whipped against his chest, but his scowl only deepened.

Chelle looked on coolly. Roper continued to smile. Olli remembered how Farren had said that Roper refused to fight with Brend. But considering that Olli had been avoiding mentioning Chelle’s name, because she knew it would set him off, it seemed like Roper’s choice of a visitor was, if not provocative, then definitely passive-aggressive. 

“I invited her here for lunch,” Roper said. “We ran into each other at the concert. She gave me a ride home.”

“What happened to your car?” Olli asked.

“He doesn’t have one. He crashed it last spring,” Brend said, his voice falling quickly into their depths.

“Right after I got it.” Roper said with a grin. He gestured to a chair on the opposite side of the umbrella. “Please, Chelle, sit. Can I get you a drink? Iced tea?”

“Guards,” Brend muttered. “You’re acting like a Paige.”

“Ignore my brother,” Roper said, ushering Chelle into the seat. “He’s suffering a particularly acute case of crass narcissism.”

“Better than denial and delusion,” Brend said, pushing up from the lounger. “Let’s have a chat, Brother.”

“I’ll be right back,” Roper said to Chelle. He headed back towards the house.

Brend followed.

“That was awkward,” Olli said after Brend had slammed the door behind him.

Chelle smiled with a shrug. “I know I shouldn’t have come. But . . . Roper is quite sweet.” She said this in such a way that she might’ve been talking about a puppy. She set her purse down and crossed her long legs. “You never called me back yesterday.” She glanced over at the patio doors, through which Brend and Roper could be seen facing off. “It would be nice if they were fighting over me and not about me.”

Olli frowned. She would’ve preferred not to see Brend fight at all, about anything. She’d already seen him fight too much.

“But it looks as though Brend has already found himself une amante. Kudos, Olli. You made quick work of that one. I never would have pegged you for a seductress.”

Olli stiffened. “I didn’t—we’re not—”

Chelle’s smile only made Olli tenser. “Really now, Olli. I thought we were friends.”

So had Olli, but she didn’t really know Chelle any better than anyone else in town, did she? Again, she wondered why Brend disliked Chelle so much. Maybe he had a good reason. 

“So,” Chelle said, leaning towards Olli, “have you had time to think about our last conversation? I’m certain you must have many questions.”

Olli let out a breath, smiling a little. “I have a list.” She held her phone up for Chelle to see.

Chelle nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

“But first,”—she took a drink from her water bottle—“I have to tell you about what I saw last night.”

Chelle’s legs slid back so her toes pointed to the ground. “You saw something?”

Olli told her, about her instinct waking her, the blinking monster, and what she’d done to it.

Chelle’s eyes widened as Olli described pulling the shield out of the trunk and releasing her sub-bass blast at Blinky. 

“It was like my chest exploded—”

“Of course, I should’ve known,” Chelle said, flopping back in her chair.

“Known what?”

Chelle’s gaze was distant, but full, like her thoughts were scrolling in front of her on fast-forward.

“Chelle? What should you have known?”

Chelle started and then refocused on Olli, her expression hard to read, but something in it unsettled Olli, like it would be better if she got up and walked away from Chelle as fast as possible.

Chelle glanced towards the twins (still arguing) and Farren (still splashing), and then she leaned in towards Olli, reaching across the table like she wanted to take Olli’s hand. Olli stayed where she was. 

“You’re not a Speare. You’re a Shield. It’s been so long since there’s been one, it didn’t occur to me. And I would never have guessed that a half-breed . . . well, that you would be capable of such things.”

Olli frowned. “What do you mean? My last name isn’t—”

“It’s not about your surname, Olli. Well, it is, but let’s not confuse matters more. Shield was also a surname of your ancestors. Long ago, Speares and Shields took their names not from their fathers or mothers, but from what they were. What they could do.”

“You mean what I did last night, my mega-bass blast, that makes me a Shield?”

“Correct.”

“But you said I had a freak gene, an instinct, not superpowers.”

“Not every Shield has the ability to do what you did last evening. Not even the ones in the old world.” Chelle leaned down so her eyes leveled with Olli’s. Her chin almost touched the table between them. “It’s special, Olli. Very, very special.”

But Olli didn’t feel special, she felt queasy. She looked down at her list of questions, trying to make the words come into focus. 

 “Okay,” she said, after a moment, “So I’m a superhuman freak. What was that thing I saw last night? What is Blinky?”

But before Chelle could answer, Roper opened the door, carrying Chelle’s iced tea. Brend trailed behind him, glowering at Chelle.

“Thank you, Roper,” Chelle said, taking the glass from him.

“Speare.” Brend notched his head back towards the house.

She shook her head. “Chelle and I are talking.”

“Wonderful,” he said, sounding not-at-all pleased. “A word?”

Olli didn’t want to go. She hadn’t had any of her questions answered yet. But Roper gave her a please-get-my-brother-out-of-here look. She slid off the lounger and followed Brend back inside. He closed the door behind her.

She rounded on him. “I can’t believe you are so rude—”

“You can’t trust her,” he said, turning so he could keep one eye on Chelle and Roper.

“Can’t trust her? Why not? Why do you hate her so much?”

“I don’t want you talking to her.”

She stared at him. “You’re telling me who I can talk to?”

“You have to trust me—”

“Trust you? Why? Because you’ve been so forthcoming? You’re worse than Daniel. I’ll talk to whoever I want to talk to—”

He shook his head. “That’s not what this is about. I’m not trying to control you, Olli. I’m trying to warn you.”

“Warn me about what?”

“That—” He pointed towards Chelle, who smiled a truly seductive smile at Roper. “She may seem harmless, Olli, but she’s not. My brother wants to pretend the past doesn’t matter. Maybe the rest of the town can be complacent, but if she finds out what you are—”

“You mean if she finds out I’m a Shield?”

He tilted his head like he hadn’t heard her right. Then he turned towards her fully.

“What did you say?”

“Shield. That’s what I am.”

“How—”

“She told me. She’s the only one who’s told me anything that’s helped me make any sense of this. And you should be glad. If it weren’t for her I’d probably be on a bus to Atlanta right now, or in a mental ward, because I feel like I’ve been going crazy. So don’t tell me not to trust her when she’s the only one who’s been telling me the truth.”

Brend brought his hand to his head, staring at her like she’d told him she’d murdered someone. 

“You told her.”

“She told me, Brend. She told me what it means to be a Speare, or I guess, a Shield. What’s wrong with that?”

He gazed back out towards Chelle and Roper. “You told her the first day we met?”

“Yeah, before Peter died. So? Are you going to tell me—?”

“If she’d given you up, we’d know already,” he murmured, seemingly to himself. “Probably.”

“Given me up? What does that mean?”

“She has to promise,” he said more strongly. “That’s the only way to be sure she won’t tell.”

“Won’t tell? You mean you want me to make her promise not to tell the truth, like the rest of you? No way.”

“No, Olli.” He grasped her upper arms. “You have to make her promise not to tell the Dowager that you’re a Shield. You have to do it today, before she leaves . . .” 

The subtle tremble in his eyes vanished, replaced by a hard faceting. 

“Or,” he murmured, releasing her, his tone far too grave, breaking her out in goose bumps, “I’ll do it.” 

He strode around to the other side of the counter and kicked the cabinet. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

He bent down. When he stood up again, he held a sword.

“What the—are you crazy? Where did you get that?” 

He tossed the sheath onto the counter and stormed outside, blade flashing at his side.

She ran after him. By the time she’d scrambled out the door, he’d already shoved Roper into the pool. Farren rushed to Olli, intercepting her.

Brend grabbed Chelle and shoved her back, pressing her up against the garage. He brought the sword edge to her throat. Chelle maintained a cool expression, almost like she’d been expecting to be attacked with a sword.

“Farren, go to your room,” he said, his back to them.

Farren clung to Olli. Olli pulled her free.

“Go inside,” she said.

Farren shook her head, eyes wide as a frightened rabbit’s.

Olli nodded. “Yes.” She guided Farren back towards the door. “It’s okay, I promise. I’ll be right in.” She bent and cupped Farren’s face in her hands. “I won’t let anything happen. Okay? Believe me?”

After a second, Farren nodded. Now if only Olli could believe it.

Olli gave her a nudge inside and then closed the door. She watched Farren pad uncertainly through the living room and then into the hall. She guessed Farren wouldn’t get far from peeking distance, but she had other things to worry about, like keeping Brend from committing murder.

She moved towards Brend and Chelle, but didn’t come too close, afraid she might bump him and accidently cause him to cut Chelle’s throat. Roper had pulled himself from the water, but he didn’t move. He stood at the edge of the pool, dripping wet, chest heaving, watching. So much for back-up.

“Brend, let her go,” Olli said.

“Just as soon as she promises to keep her mouth shut,” he said.

Chelle was admirably nonplussed considering the few thin layers of skin between the sword and her artery. “You know a promise made under duress is the weakest of vows.”

“Not if I draw blood.”

Chelle’s eyebrows arched. “Is it such, and so quickly?” Her large almond-shaped eyes combed his face. “I see,” she said with a smile. “I admire your passion, young sire. It reminds me of your great-great-grandfather. Il était très passionné.”

Brend stepped back. 

Olli reached for him, not sure what he was going to do. Maybe plunge the sword into Chelle’s stomach. She caught his arm, just as he slashed the blade across his own palm. She stared at the red gash, stunned. He tore his arm free from her and slapped Chelle across the face, leaving a smear of crimson over her cheek and mouth.

He lifted the sword again, this time at Chelle’s chest.

“Say it.”

Chelle’s tongue touched the blood on her lip. “And what if I don’t? You can’t kill me.”

“That’s what they say. But maybe they didn’t try very hard.”

“Believe me, they tried.”

Olli looked at Roper again, but he just stood there. Why didn’t he do something, or say something?

“Brend, please, stop.” She started out in the softest, calmest voice she could manage considering she was shaking. All she wanted to do was rip the sword out of his hand before he did any more harm with it. “This is crazy.”

“Listen to votre amour, Your Highness. She is only here to protect you.”

“You know what’s out there,” he said, still pointing the sword at her.

Chelle’s face turned gray.

“I wonder what would happen if I tied you up and left you on the other side of the fence after dark?”

“You’re making a mistake,” Chelle said. “I never had any ill-intent towards Olli. I quite like her, in fact. She may be a Shield, but she is not like the rest of you. And I have no love for Lady Gates.”

“No one does,” he spat. “Now say it.”

Chelle held up her hands, as if in surrender 

“I vow not to divulge the Shield’s presence to Her Dowager Highness. May the word be sealed by the blood of the constant heart. And the word is . . .?”

“Shield,” he growled.

“Shield,” Chelle repeated.

A long moment passed, and then slowly, Brend lowered the sword. 





Chapter 17

“Now leave,” he said. 

Blood dripped from his fingertips. It pained Olli to see it, even though he’d done it to himself, or maybe because of that.

Chelle straightened up, brushing a few wisps of burgundy-hued hair from her high forehead. She smiled at Olli. “You look rather confused, dear Olli.”

“Don’t talk to her,” Brend said in a soft threatening tone. 

“Oh, but you don’t wish me to explain?” Chelle said, taking a step away from the garage. “Perhaps you’d prefer to do so . . . Oh, but you can’t, can you?”

The point of the sword lifted a few inches and then lowered again. Brend’s face was stone.

Olli touched her sweat-slick forehead. “What is happening?”

Chelle continued to move forward cautiously. Brend stepped back, allowing her enough room to reach her purse.

“I’ve made a promise, Olli. Do you remember the woman we saw at Creamers? The one with the scars?”

Olli nodded.

“If I break the vow I made, something quite similar will happen to me.”

Olli’s head ached, not sure she understood what Chelle was saying. “You mean someone will hurt you, like—”

Chelle bent over and picked up her purse, smiling at Brend coldly. “She really doesn’t understand anything at all. How frustrating for you.” Then she turned to Olli. “I will tell you this much Olli, because I liked you. No one will hurt me if I break my vow. They won’t have to do anything. The broken promise will exact its own punishment. Should I speak of your true nature to the old witch queen, in that very moment, I will suffer.”

Olli felt like the concrete beneath her had turned to liquid. “You mean, like . . . magic?”

“Not like magic, Olli. Very much magic.” She walked towards Olli. Unlike Brend, Olli didn’t move at her approach. “And I will tell you something more. The word Shield, if the Dowager should speak it to me, then the power of the promise is broken. And in that unlikely event, I may speak freely of you and fear no retribution. It is the word. Every promise has one. As every lock has a key. The promise Booker made has one. If you can discover it, then their promise to treat you as an outsider will be broken.” 

She glanced back at Brend, smiling daggers. “And then he will be able to tell you everything. I can only imagine what a great relief that would be for him, to be able to share with you all he thinks and fears and feels. I suppose I could venture a guess at what the word might be, but . . .”—her tongue touched the blood still on her lip—“I don’t think I will.”

The back of her fingers brushed Olli’s cheek—even in the heat, they were cool. “I am sorry that we can no longer be friends.” She leaned in, whispering, “If I were you, I’d worry less about protecting them and more about protecting yourself.”

Then she turned and left.	

Olli watched her go.

“I guess I’ll . . . go check on Farren,” Roper muttered. His soaked shoes squished as he walked by her, not meeting her eye.

Once Roper was gone, Olli gazed at Brend waiting for him to say something. But he didn’t. He stood there, staring at the ground, bleeding.

She threw her hands up in the air and stormed back inside. She was halfway across the kitchen when Brend opened the door.

“Speare, wait.”

She stopped, barely able to breathe. She was spinning, disappearing down the vortex, and she was starting to feel like he was the one who’d pulled the plug on her.

“I had to do it.” He set the sword down on the counter and turned on the faucet. He stuck his injured hand under the water, wincing. He hadn’t even flinched when he’d sliced himself open. 

“You’re all nuts,” she said. “You’re completely out-of-your-minds, and if you think I believe any of it, then—” She shook her head. No, this was it. This was where she drew the line.

And then, he rolled his eyes. 

A silent explosion rocked through her. For a second, her vision went black, like she was about to pass out from the swell of rage. Her bones quaked. Bile burned her throat.

“We’re not getting anywhere—” he said, leaning on the edge of the sink as the water continued to pour over his hand.

“You’re right, we’re not,” she said. “You’re a psychopath. Stay away from me. I don’t want to talk to you, ever again.”

“You don’t mean that.” Gaze fixed on his wound.

“Don’t tell me what I mean—”

“You’re just scared.”

 “I am not scared. I’m done. I’m finished.” She started to walk away, but found her anger stalling her. “You pulled a sword on someone! That is not something a normal person does!”

“And you faced a monster last night, Olli. Do you think that’s normal?” He turned off the water, grabbing a dishtowel to staunch the bleeding. “Do you think you can just say you’re finished and it’ll all go away? If that were possible, don’t you think I would’ve done it a long time ago? Do you think I like this?” He picked up the sword and then threw it down again. Metal clattered against stone, setting her teeth on edge. “This is what we have to do. This is who we are. But I don’t blame you for wanting out. I want out too. More than you know.”

Inside, she grappled with Mirror Girl, who responded to everything that had happened and everything he’d said with cool acceptance. Meanwhile, Olli fought back with all her fire against the encroaching insanity of it all. Monsters and superpowers and now magic promises? 

The burning wellspring of tears surged up from her chest, fountaining into her throat, and threatening to spill over the rims of her eyes. 

“I can’t do this.” She held up her hands, feeling like she needed to push him away, even though he stood across the room. “It’s too much.”

He bowed over the counter, resting his forehead on his fists for a moment.

Her desire to go to him when she still burned with anger stupefied her. She couldn’t even tell which part of herself was furious and which wanted to comfort him. With all the confusion she was already experiencing, she didn’t know how to handle any more.

When he stood up, the expression on his face was as cold and removed as a sword behind glass. “You’re right. It is too much. I don’t know why I expected—” He stopped himself. When he started again, the emotion was wiped from his voice. “You don’t belong here.” He picked up the sword and strode towards the hall, pausing at her side for a moment. “Why don’t you go home to your mother?”
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She clutched her phone, staring down at her mom’s number.

If it doesn’t work, Olli-girl, her mom had said just before putting Olli and Nate on the bus, you tell me. I don’t know what we’ll do, but we’ll find a way.

She wanted to call her mom and tell her that she couldn’t stay here, not even a second longer. But somewhere in the back of her mind, Mirror Girl muttered about being a quitter.

Olli had never been a quitter.

She slid the phone into her pocket and rapped lightly on Farren’s door.

After a second, she opened it and peeked inside. Farren sat on her bed, huddled against Roper’s side, both of them had towels draped over their backs. He looked at Olli with a pleading expression.

Olli cleared her throat. “Do you need anything?”

“Where’s Brend?” Farren asked. “I want Brend.”

Olli didn’t know where Brend was, she assumed in his room, wherever that was. She’d never been down the stairs farther than Farren’s room.

“Brend is . . .” She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. Insane? Infuriating? Infectious? She was sure if she went through enough in- words she’d find the one that covered all the conflicting emotions she felt even saying his name. 

“Where’s Chelle?” Farren asked.

“She went home,” Olli said. 

And maybe I should too.

Then, seeing the look on Farren’s face, she added, “She’s fine.”

“See, I told you,” Roper said, disengaging from Farren. “No big deal.”

He edged away, through the purple princess fantasy of Farren’s room. Olli frowned at him as he passed by.

He gave her a shrug and left.

“Nice,” she said with a sigh. She went to Farren, who hugged her doll to her chest. Olli ran her hand over Farren’s cold wet hair. “Why don’t you take a warm bath and get dressed?”

Farren shook her head, but Olli guided her off the bed and across the room to the bathroom—also purple. Purple fish, purple mermaids, purple bubbles.

Olli started the bath, holding her fingers under the rush of water until she got it to the right temperature.

Farren looked up at Olli, clutching the towel around her. The depth in her eyes made her look much older. “Roper said Brend did it to protect you.”

Olli focused on the water gushing into the tub. “I don’t know—”

Farren grabbed Olli’s arm. “He did do it to protect you, from her. You don’t know what she’s like, Olli. She’s not nice. If she knew about you, you would have to work for her, just like the rest of your family.”

“You mean . . . the Dowager?”

Farren nodded, her cherub’s face grave. “She’s mean, and scary. You wouldn’t want to work for her, Olli. And if you did, then you couldn’t be here with us. You want to be here with us, don’t you?”

Olli rubbed her eyes. “I don’t know what I want right now, Farren.”

Farren came so close she bumped into Olli’s knee. 

“There was a monster last night, wasn’t there?” she asked in a whisper.

Olli’s mouth fumbled for the lie.

“Brend said it was a dream, but it wasn’t a dream. There was a monster and you made it go away, didn’t you?”

Olli gazed at Farren, biting her lip. After a moment, she nodded.

“Were you scared?” Farren asked.

She shook her head.

“Not even a little?”

Olli shook her head again, hardly believing it was true. But feeling it, deep down. 

“I was scared,” Farren said. “Brend was scared too.”

Olli took a handful of lavender-scented bath beads and tossed them into the water, watching them bob and swirl. She wanted to ask why they were all so scared of the Dowager. And why had Chelle called her “the old witch queen”? If she’d meant it metaphorically, or if she’d meant something else . . . something Olli still couldn’t wrap her mind around. But when she thought about asking Farren any questions, she remembered the woman at Creamers. The thought of harm coming to Farren, of any kind, was unacceptable, regardless of whether or not she believed a broken promise could burn someone like that. 

“Get undressed,” Olli said, turning off the water.

Farren handed her towel to Olli and peeled off her bathing suit. Olli took that too. Farren climbed into the tub.

“You’re not mad at him, are you?”

Olli tossed the chlorine-scented clothes into the hamper and pulled a fluffy purple towel from the cabinet. She wasn’t mad, she was in-mad. And she couldn’t quite pull herself out, no matter how much she wanted to.

Farren continued to stare at Olli with her overlarge, sad eyes. “Don’t stay mad at him, okay?”

“Farren—”

Farren gripped the edge of the tub. Water sloshed up against the side. “He was happy today, Olli. He’s never like that anymore. When you find out . . .” Farren bit her lip. “When you find out the truth, you’ll understand why he did it. I know it was mean, but . . .”

Olli could tell that Farren was searching for some way to defend Brend without breaking the promise.

She reached over and snagged Farren’s scrubby and soap from the ledge. “Don’t worry about it, Farren, okay?” She knelt by the tub, squirted some soap onto the scrubby and handed it to Farren. “All you need to think about is what you’re going to take on your trip.”

“Chelle’s not like us, Olli,” Farren said in a quiet voice.

Warning bells went off inside of Olli. “Farren, stop talking, all right?”

“But—”

Olli stood up. “I mean it. You don’t have to worry about this. I’m going to—”

Going to what? Run away? Stick her fingers in her ears and sing, there’s no such thing as monsters or magic, until it was true again? But it would never be true again. It had never been true in the first place. Hadn’t it always been her policy to accept the things she couldn’t change and move on? Did she think being mad at Brend or running away to Atlanta would change anything? Other than making her more miserable than she already was?

Her knees gave out. Luckily, the lid on the toilet seat was shut. She sat down hard, sucking deep breaths. 

There are monsters. There is magic.

See? Was that so hard?

“Olli? Are you okay?” Farren asked. “Are you going to puke?”

“No.” Then again, maybe . . . She took another deep breath, a steadier one. “No, I’m not going to puke.” 

She glanced at the girl in the mirror. She looked older than the last time Olli had noticed her, only the day before. And she looked stronger. Olli could believe that the girl in the mirror wasn’t afraid of monsters. Something in her eyes was dangerous, powerful . . . deadly. 

Olli shot up. “I’m going to make lunch,” she said. “Are you okay?”

Farren looked uncertain for a moment. “I’m okay if you say you’re not mad at Brend.”

Olli folded her arms. “I am mad at him.”

“But—”

“It’s not because of what he did to Chelle, okay? Do not try to explain.”

“Did he do something wrong?”

“Yes, he did something wrong.”

“What?”

He was a jerk. He rolled his eyes at me and then told me go home, like I was a little kid. 

“Don’t worry about it, okay?” She started towards the door.

“My mom always says that if you’re mad at somebody, you should try to talk them and explain why your feelings are hurt.” Farren’s voice rose as Olli continued to walk away. “Because if you don’t then things just get worse and then you risk losing a friend!”

Olli shut the door behind her. 

She appreciated Farren’s concern, but the truth was (since she was facing so much of it at the moment), she wasn’t so much mad at Brend for what he’d done and said. 

She was scared. 

She was scared of how deeply he’d been able to hurt her. She wasn’t scared of monsters. But she was scared of that.





Chapter 18

She put Mam’s lasagna into the oven. There really wasn’t much food in the refrigerator. Vaguely, she wondered who would do the shopping now that Peter was gone.

She debated whether or not to call her grandparents and ask them to come pick her up. She was surprised they hadn’t checked up on her. But then, they were always so busy at the Dowager’s house.

Olli wandered over to the patio doors. Outside, the light glared. Heat pounded against the glass. Brend’s blood splattered the concrete. Underfoot, spots of it had dried dark on the white tiles. 

May the word be sealed by the blood of the constant heart, Chelle had said. Olli gazed at the blood like the stains might reveal a hidden message. Did the blood have something to do with the magic? 

Not like magic, Chelle had said. Very much magic.

A part of Olli remained resistant to the idea, but that part grew weak. After everything she’d seen and experienced, why was the existence of magic such a shock? When she considered it, magic explained the situation much better than anything else. But did that mean her Shield power was magic too?

She stared down at her hands like she might see some trace of magic, sparkling fairy-dust fashion, on her palms. She didn’t. Magic made sense though. More sense than some freakish bodyguard breeding program. When she let herself use magic as the explanation, for her power, the Blinky monster, and everyone taking their promises so seriously, it all seemed much less frustrating. 

But if magic wasn’t the big secret, then what was? What had Booker promised to keep from her? 

The word was the key that could unlock the promise.

She gazed across the courtyard at the guest house. Booker had made the promise. He knew the word. Maybe he couldn’t tell her, but maybe it was time she discussed it with him.

Moments later, she was knocking on the guest house door.

After a time, the door opened a crack.

Booker blinked, like he couldn’t focus.

“Olli.” He opened the door wider, looking around, tense. “Is something wrong?”

“No . . . um, yes. Brend forced Chelle to promise not to tell the Dowager that I’m a Shield.”

Booker blinked again, this time finally seeming to see her. “Chelle told you that you’re a Shield?”

Olli cocked her head. “You knew?”

Booker wetted his lips and then stepped back from the door. “Why don’t you come inside, please?”

Entering the guest house was a completely different experience from entering the main house. The foyer was small, painted burnt gold, and dimly lit by frosted-glass sconces. A closed-in mustiness hung in the air—dust and Booker’s unwashed musk. And everywhere, there was stuff. Books and boxes mostly. It looked more like a forgotten storage unit than a guest house. After the way Brend had treated Chelle, it was little wonder the Gateses didn’t entertain many guests.

Booker led her through the hall. She walked stiffly, afraid to brush up against one of the precarious stacks and start the whole place dominoing.

At the end of the hall, they came to what might’ve once been a living room, but was so packed with books it looked more like a hoarder’s library. A small kitchen adjoined the area, more books stacked on its counters. A few appeared to be in the sink.

Though there was plenty of furniture, all of it was occupied by books, except for one leather chair behind a cluttered desk. The desk sat askew in the middle of the room, like it had been dragged from elsewhere. 

Booker shuffled to the desk and stared down at a tome of yellowed pages and what looked like handwritten text. She peeked over his shoulder—more arrows and dots. Just like on the shield.

“We’re fortunate to have you, Olli,” Booker said. “I apologize for the situation we’ve put you in. Believe me, if I’d known you were a Shield, I never would have made such a promise.” Dark phantoms haunted his eyes. “Your grandfather told me you weren’t a Speare. As I’m sure you can probably understand, it’s customary for us to keep certain truths from outsiders.”

“I don’t understand as much as I’d like to,” she said.

He dropped into the chair. “I’m afraid your ignorance might become a liability to all of us. Especially now.” He picked up a pen from the desk and twirled it through his fingers. “But this matter with Chelle is interesting.” His gaze turned hazy again as he stared at his desk.

“Brend threatened her with a sword and then cut himself and smeared his blood on her face,” Olli said. “Interesting seems like an understatement.”

“Did he?” Booker looked surprised, but not angry, which would’ve seemed a more appropriate reaction. Instead, he stared at her, making her shift and look away, her face warming. 

He cleared his throat. “Well, that must have been very upsetting for you, I’m sorry.”

When she looked back at him, he smiled a little. It was the first time she’d seen him smile at all. 

“But if it makes you feel better, he had good reason,” Booker said, now tapping the pen against the desk, his smile gone.

“I know, to protect me from the Dowager,” she said, unconvinced.

“Yes. Did Chelle tell you that too?”

“Not exactly.” She let out a long breath. “Why did she tell me so much when no one else in town will?”

Booker slumped in his chair, staring down at his hands. 

“Can’t answer that one, huh?”

“Not precisely, Olli. No. I’m sorry. But the fact that Chelle was willing to tell you anything makes me think that there might be another way to help you find the answers you need.” He frowned into one of the hulking stacks of boxes and crates in the corner. 

She wondered if they were all filled with books, or something else. More weapons maybe, like in Pap’s armoire. She wished Booker’s text was in English. Whatever was in it would probably answer more of her questions than a year of guessing games with Brend.

“But everybody in town didn’t make the promise. They won’t get burned if they tell me, will they?”

Booker gazed at her again. “I’m impressed, Olli. You’ve come a long a way in a short time. No, the rest of the town didn’t make the promise. Only I did.”

“Then why does it affect the rest of your family?”

Gaunt shadows darkened his face. “Because I’m the head of the family, Olli.”

“What about your parents?” 

Booker touched the book next to him lightly, not answering her question. “My brother doesn’t think these books are useful, but the answer is here, Olli.”

“Answer to what?”

“All of it. You tell him, when the time comes, ya? Maybe he’ll listen to you. Which reminds me.” He bent over and shuffled through a pile of books under the desk. When he sat up he was holding a slender text bound in green leather. “Give that to him too, will you?”

Olli took it. The cover was all arrows and dots.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Something he might actually be interested in reading,” Booker said, but already his mind seemed elsewhere.

He rubbed at his forearm again. Thin scabs flaked off from where he’d scratched at it before. The wings remained dark and bold as ever. She wanted to ask him how it was all connected, but she didn’t have to ask to know the answer was off-limits. 

“My brother used his blood to seal Chelle’s promise? To keep the truth about you a secret from the Dowager?”

She nodded. “I don’t suppose you can tell me why.”

“Even if I could, I think it would be better if he told you, when he’s able.” He smiled weakly again. “Brend’s always been . . . intense. Mom used to say he wore his heart on his sleeve, but lately he’s been keeping all of us out. Me, especially.” Booker chewed at his lip, studying her face again. “There’s something I want to tell you, Olli. When the time is right, will you tell Brend?”

Olli leaned away, not sure she wanted to be passing information between the brothers, whatever it was.

“I won’t make you promise not to tell him now, but I would prefer if you wait until . . . well, maybe you won’t need to tell him at all. Maybe I’ll get up the courage myself before it’s too late. But if I don’t, then he needs to understand and I think he’ll take it better from you than from Hope.”

Her stomach twisted. More secrets? “I’m not sure—”

“My father’s ill. And he’s not going to recover.”

She stammered. “You want me to tell Brend that?”

“There’s more,” he said gravely. “I’ll have to leave soon, Olli.”

She should have been relieved, as she had been when she’d learned Farren was leaving. Instead, she had trouble breathing. Mirror Girl was drowning her again, trying to pour the truth into her. But it wasn’t working. Olli didn’t know what her other half was trying to say.

“Once I’m gone, I want you to tell him that Dad was sick, not weak. He was ill before he left. You have to make Brend believe that. He won’t want to, but it’s the truth. Tell him to use the time he has to find the answer. I thought I would find it myself, but”—his gaze tracked around the stacks of books—“I’m afraid I won’t. I feel like I’m so close, I just need . . .”

While Booker lost himself in his thoughts, Olli shook off her shock.

“Why do you want me to tell him? Can’t Hope—”

A wilted ghost of a smile appeared on his face. “She’ll try. Mom wanted to tell them when we found out Dad was sick, but he refused to let her. When my parents left, Hope wanted to tell the twins, but they were away and we thought it was better to wait until they came home. Now they’re here, and Brend’s so angry he hardly speaks to either of us. When he does, he just explodes. Roper’s worse in some ways. He wants to pretend nothing’s changed. And, to be honest, Olli, Hope’s scared of what Brend might do when he finds out the truth.”

“She thinks he might hurt himself?”

“Not exactly. She’s afraid he’ll go to the Dowager for help. So am I. In some ways, that might be worse than suicide. She’s not the answer. Whatever she gives, she takes back a thousand-fold. Whatever you do, Olli, don’t let him go to her. I know he’s been thinking about it—for Mom’s sake. We’ve all thought about it, for one reason or another. Even Mom talked about it, but Dad put an end to that talk. He was right to do it.”

Olli touched her cheeks, feeling feverish. She’d suspected this family had more secrets than they knew what to do with and now Booker was foisting one of them on her. And she didn’t want it. She wished she could give it back. She didn’t want to tell Brend that his father was dying. After the fight they’d had, she was sure she was the last person he wanted to talk to—about anything. Let alone . . .

“I think you should tell him yourself,” she said.

Booker started to scratch at his tattoo again, drawing blood. “We’ll see. Whatever happens,”—he looked up at her, his eyes almost pleading—“don’t let him give up, Olli. There is a way to end this, I know it. Don’t let him give up.”
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Hope called soon after. She needed to work overnight. She asked Olli to stay. 

Olli agreed, but only for Farren’s sake. Her brothers didn’t seem capable of taking care of themselves, let alone a seven-year-old. Besides, she didn’t want Hope driving home alone after dark.

This time Olli did as much as she could to keep Farren distracted. Every time there was a lull, Farren gave her anxious looks and asked if she was going to talk to Brend soon. In truth, Olli needed to keep busy too. Anytime she let her mind drift from the paper doll-making, or the princess dress-up party, all she could think about was how Farren’s dad was dying and Farren had no idea.

As the light seeped from the sky, Olli sent Farren down to get ready for bed. But when she went to Farren’s room, it was empty.

She sighed and trudged to the stairs, gazing down the long flight. She knew that wherever Brend was, that’s where she’d find his sister.

She didn’t have to be lured to him. She could just go upstairs and watch TV. Let him put Farren to bed.  

If she saw him, how could she keep from telling him the truth? And how would he react?

Booker and Hope had been wrong to keep it from him—from all of them. Yet, when faced with the prospect of telling them herself, she could understand why Booker was reluctant. Who would want to be the bearer of that pain-filled message? 

Then she remembered the book. She went back to the guest room and retrieved it.

She started down the steps. Every nine steps led to another landing, off of which branched a hall in both directions. Distantly she could hear the low rumble. She followed the sound down, past halls that looked unused and lonely, one with big double doors at the end, and another that featured the only vase Olli had ever seen in the house—a squat gray metal sentry guarding a hall that didn’t appear to have any doors. Another hall appeared to be Roper’s. The mess of clothes and shoes lay strewn outside the door with a carelessness she couldn’t imagine of Brend.

Down and down towards the flickering light. 

At the bottom was a large circular room of windows, all dark, filled with a huge couch and an even larger television. Farren hopped from foot-to-foot, a plastic steering wheel in her hands, using her whole body to control the video game princess on the motorcycle. Brend and Roper sat about as far from each other as they could on the semi-circular sofa. Roper leaned forward on the edge. Brend slouched on the far side, left hand wrapped in gauze. Overhead, the lights were dim, leaving the TV to illuminate the room in its flickering half-light. 

“Hi, Olli!” Farren said. “I’m kicking butt!”

“Your butt’s kicking me,” Roper said, giving her a push as she bumped into him.

Olli found herself scanning the pitch outside the curved wall of windows. To the left she could just make out the shadows of the tennis court. The fence, and the forest, weren’t far. Even though she couldn’t see them, Mirror Girl grumbled within her.

“It’s time for bed.” Her voice sounded faint even to herself.

She knew the fence kept them safe, but since she didn’t know why, or how, she was anxious. Or maybe she would’ve been anxious anyway. The last time she’d faced the darkness, a monster had appeared. 

“I want Roper to put me to bed,” Farren said, still wiggling as her character zoomed along the edge of an elevated road. 

“You’re seven, put yourself to bed,” Roper said.

Farren whacked at his controller. His character flew over the edge and out of the race. In the process, her own character careened off the road as well.

“Game over,” Farren said as Brend’s character passed the finish line. “Time for stories.” She grabbed Roper’s arm and yanked until he stood up. “You’d better do all the voices too.”

“Why doesn’t the babysitter do it?” Roper said, shuffling behind his sister.

“It’s her turn to play,” Farren said, putting her own controller into Olli’s hand. She flashed an evil sprite smile and gave Roper’s arm another tug. “Come on.”

“All right already, don’t take my arm off,” Roper said, trailing Farren up the stairs. “It’s not going to work, you know,” he said more loudly than he needed to. “Our brother is biologically predisposed against doing anything that might actually make him feel good.”

Olli gripped the little plastic steering wheel. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t speak. If she spoke, she might tell him about his father. And why should she? Booker had said he still might do it, before he left.

Brend tossed his controller onto the padded ottoman/table and pushed himself up from the couch. He turned the TV off. The shadows poured in from outside. He headed towards a dark hallway on the other side of the TV.

“I talked to Booker,” she said, feeling like she had to say something. “He wanted you to have this.” She put the book down on the coffee table and the controller as well.

Brend stopped and half-turned, but didn’t look at her.

“Did you know he’s planning on leaving?” she asked.

Brend’s gaze turned towards the ceiling, like he was waiting for her to be done so he could go.

Her back teeth clenched. 

Deep-breath, Olli. You can do this.

“I’m sorry I freaked out on you,” she said in one breath. “It’s been a rough couple of days and just when I think I’m starting to understand, something happens and everything changes again. Everyone’s made it very clear that you did what you did for a good reason.” She took a breath. “I only wish I understood it.”

She tucked her hair behind her ear. Her gaze snagged on the darkened windows again. 

“What do you see out there, Shield?” he asked in a less than reconciliatory tone.

Her hackles rose. Why couldn’t he accept her apology so they could move on? 

“Monsters?” he asked, looking fully at her now. “Because that’s what’s out there. You don’t understand? Let’s review. You, Shield, protect me, Gates. Right?”

Her eyes narrowed. 

“From what?” he went on in the same aggravating tone. “Monsters? Right? So your father, he didn’t die the way you thought. How do you think he died?”

Her fists curled at her sides.

“And your uncle and your aunt? And let’s see, what about those siblings of your grandfather’s? I don’t know anything about them. But I know they were Speares. So . . . let’s extrapolate. Speares protect Gateses from monsters. Ergo, dead Speares.”

She looked away. If she looked at him a second longer, she might do something she’d regret, like kill him, or start crying.

“Still feel like apologizing?” he asked.

She bit her lips together, glaring at the blackness on the other side of the glass. 

“Why are you still here?” he said. “Booker’s leaving?” He turned back towards the hallway again. “Well, so am I.”

“I know why Speares protect Gateses.” In the corner of her eyes, she saw him stop. “There are monsters out there? My family has died fighting them? I’m not scared. Not of monsters. Not even of dying. But I know something and nobody had to tell me. You’re scared. You’re so scared you can’t even sleep at night, can you? So order me to leave, act like a huge jerk, ignore me, walk away. You do whatever you need to do. But don’t think any of it is going to stop me from doing what I need to do.”

She charged up the stairs, leaving Tall and Handsome to his darkness.





Chapter 19

She sighed and groaned through a sleepless night in the guest room. By dawn, she had come to a decision. She would tell Pap everything. To hell with the consequences.

Hope returned home shortly after sunrise. Olli made coffee while Hope showered. Then Olli changed for Peter’s funeral. She returned to the kitchen, attempting to wrap the sash around her waist the way Mr. Taylor had. Hope was already dressed and sat at the island, coffee in hand. 

“Wear your hair down,” she said in a weary voice. “It’s traditional.” She set her coffee cup down. “Let me help you with that.”

Hope wound the silky sash around Olli’s waist and tied it off at her hip the same way Mr. Taylor had. Olli pulled her damp hair free from the braid she’d put it in and teased it loose.

Olli hung back as the family gathered in the kitchen, the lack of sleep heavy around them. Farren drifted from one family member to the next, hanging onto each of their hands in turn. Her cascade of shiny black hair and long white dress made her look like a flower girl. The boys all wore similar white clothes—no collars, sleeves long, the fit loose. They didn’t look anything like the funeral clothes she was used to seeing. In her dress, she felt like she should be going to a dance, not to Peter’s funeral. 

Besides Farren and Olli, Brend was the only other one with long hair. He let it hang over his face as he leaned against the wall. She didn’t try to talk to him, or even catch his eye. 

Most of the night she’d spent lying in bed, debating whether or not she should go back downstairs and try to talk to him again. But she couldn’t bring herself to swallow back any more of her pride. So he’d flirted with her, it’s not like anything had really happened. They’d never even kissed. If he wanted her to leave him alone, she could do that. She wasn’t the one who’d instigated all the flutter-inducing touching and smoldering looks. And if he was done or bored, or too moody to know what he wanted, that was fine with her. Completely. Fine.

In a way it was a relief. If she wasn’t around him all the time, no one could expect her to tell him about his father. Booker would have to do it. Or Hope. They should’ve done it in the first place.

Besides, she had a monster to worry about. She couldn’t be up all night thinking about boys, or even just one really maddening boy. 

The quiche her grandma had sent over was picked at until finally Booker said, “We should go.”

They piled into Hope’s SUV. Farren maneuvered the twins, forcing Brend to sit in the third row with Olli. The evil sprite smile returned, but Olli knew Farren’s efforts were in vain. Brend emitted enough gloom to blot out the sun. She wondered if he didn’t already know about his father’s illness, or at least suspect. He’d obviously been struggling with something, and she wasn’t egotistical enough to think his current brood was all about her.

Cemetery Hill marked the edge of Old Town. The tree-lined creek running along its back edge acted like a fence between the locals and the college community.

Cars parked along both sides of Cemetery Road. People, all in white, flowed towards the gate. Women carried parasols and fans. As early as the funeral had been scheduled, the heat had arrived even earlier. Hope drove past the cars and crowds right through the gate and up the hill. Pedestrians stepped aside to let the car pass. Every resident of Horizon Creek must have been there. She hadn’t known there were so many people in town.

More than halfway up the hill, they parked, passing more than one elderly person and a fair few others who looked like they shouldn’t have been walking in the heat. Olli chafed. Why were they driving right up to the grave when everyone else had to walk? But none of the sweat-dappled faces she saw showed any signs of irritation as Hope drove by them. 

As Olli climbed out, a few people turned to glance at her. But when Booker exited the car, everyone looked.

She shifted back from the gawking eyes. Brend shut the door next to her. For the first time since the night before, he met her gaze. He looked grim. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, other than feeling certain they weren’t happy thoughts. But they were at a funeral after all.

He looked about to say something, but then Roper flicked his arm and made an after-you gesture to his brother.

Booker led the way, followed by Brend, then Roper, then Hope and Farren, and finally, Olli. The crowd stepped back as Booker passed by, inclining their heads. Some bowed full at the waist. When they lifted their eyes, it was always in time to meet hers.

What did they think when they saw her? Even in her white dress, hair rippling free almost to her waist, (and sticking heavily to the back of her neck) she could see the question in their eyes. What are you doing here? 

She was not who they expected.

They expected a Speare. 

Mirror Girl reared up, indignant and muttering about how she was a Speare, or a Shield, and everyone should know it and how ridiculous it was that they were all lying to her. Olli agreed, but it would have to wait until after the funeral. The first chance she got to talk to Pap, she would tell him the truth. 

Booker greeted a short, broad-chested woman who stood near the wreath. She, too, bowed to him, like he was royalty.

Olli stopped behind the Gateses, stunned by the scintillating burst of epiphany. 

Not like royalty. Very much royalty. 

That’s why they had super-powered bodyguards. That’s why Daniel and Pap had called Booker “sir.” That’s why everyone bowed. The swords, the influence, the wealth. It all made sense. She couldn’t believe it had taken her so long to work it out. Brend had said his family had influence, but he hadn’t said why. Now she knew. He was nobility. 

She looked back down the hill. Her breath caught. Brilliant white, dotted with black heads, the hillside was like a swaying field of anemones. Around the Gateses was a gap, an unmarked barrier between them and everyone else. She was the only one who stood in that thin strip of green. 

She turned back to the Gateses, who had formed a line in front of the wreath. The short woman with silver-streaked hair pulled a wooden box closer to the wreath. 

Olli glared at the back of Brend’s head. What was he? A lord? A duke? A prince? Her stomach rolled. Had she been flirting with a prince for the last three days? She wanted to slip into the crowd and disappear. But then, she started to burn and not because of the heat. 

If he really was a prince or something like that, what was he doing flirting with her? Weren’t there rules about that sort of thing? Princes usually married princesses, didn’t they? Not Shields. 

Not that she had been anticipating a proposal after three days, but it did seem unfair, and unkind, to make her care about him at all. Not that she cared. Not after the way he’d been acting. In light of this revelation though, all the hand-kissing and cuddling and hair-petting seemed callous and self-serving.

She undertook the project of convincing herself that it was good they’d fought. She was glad he wasn’t speaking to her. He was sparing her a lot of drama and potential heartbreak. He’d never really been interested in her. He’d only wanted to use her and throw her away like a spoiled little prince who smashes perfectly good phones for no reason. No doubt she was one of many girls he’d used his peculiar brand of charm on.

She crossed her arms, attempting to wipe away the lingering fluttery feelings with the mantra: one of many, one of many, one of many.

She wanted to think she was succeeding, but Mirror Girl was the one who truly offered the distraction. Olli’s super-senses whirred to life. Pin pricks ran over her skin, her chest tightened and expanded all at once. She grimaced as the volume of the world around her ratcheted up. Murmurs of a thousand people became like shouts, distant birds and the crick-and-burble of the creek on the far side of the hill blared in her ears. Closer, the rumble of an engine.

But Blinky couldn’t be here, could it? She’d felt fairly certain that it didn’t come out during daylight, and at the moment, it was about as hot and bright as daylight could get. So why was her inner Shield on edge? 

The short woman stepped onto the box and opened her mouth to speak, but then stopped. Her eyes widened as she gazed over the heads of the attendees. 

Olli turned, as others were doing.

A black car rolled up the narrow road. The sinuous lines and long stretch reminded Olli of old mobster movies. On each running board, a figure in white stood, hanging onto the door through the open front window. She focused in on their faces. Daniel and . . . Nate.

The car pulled around Hope’s SUV and parked in front of it.

As soon as the car stopped, Daniel jumped down.

The crowd had fallen incredibly, completely silent. Olli didn’t know if she’d ever heard such a loud silence.

Daniel stood by the back door, glittering eyes surveying the crowd. The self-important tilt of his lips made her want to smack him. If being a Speare meant wearing such an arrogant expression, she was glad to be a Shield.

It seemed to take a long time for her grandpa to open the driver’s door. He paused to dab his forehead with a handkerchief. When he shut the door, he didn’t spare the crowd a glance, arrogant or otherwise. Mam came into view, fanning herself as she walked around the front of the car. Nate appeared too, pushing a wicker wheel chair that looked like it had been designed a hundred years ago, though the plush maroon upholstery appeared unworn. The dark wood gleamed.

As Daniel reached for the door handle, Mirror Girl seized hold of Olli—a coiling pressure around her chest like a boa constrictor. But her instincts weren’t clear. What was the danger?

Daniel opened the door. Pap reached out. A spidery thin hand grasped his. 

Olli twisted her sash around her palm. Everyone watched the car, everyone except Brend. He was watching her. When she focused on him, the background noise disappeared and all she could hear was his heart thundering and his breath, short and tense. His lips parted. The words barely escaped his lips, but she heard them. 

“Stand down, Shield.” 

To her surprise, her instincts dulled to a hum, like a streetlight on a dark night. She still tingled, but she couldn’t tell if it was because of her freak-powers or because of the handsome jerk.

An old woman emerged from the car. She wore white, like everyone. The loose folds of fabric were near translucent, but so bright in the sun she was impossible to look at for too long. Bone-white hair hung long over her shoulders in loose coils. Once this woman had been stunning, Olli knew. Even in advanced age, she was beautiful. Her gaze swept over the crowd. For a second they seemed to stop on Olli. Onyx black and deep as a well, Olli felt like she could see her reflection in those eyes, distant as they were, and for once, she and Mirror Girl were the same person.

Then Brend shifted, partially obscuring the woman from view.

Olli blinked. Brend shot a quick glance at her over his shoulder—a warning shot. 

Olli rubbed her arms, chilled even as she baked under the sun. So this was the Dowager. The one Chelle had called the old witch queen. 

The pressure inside her shrank, retreating deeper, hiding. If magic was real, if the Gateses were royalty, then maybe Chelle had meant what she said literally. And maybe Farren and Booker had been right. Maybe Brend had been right. Maybe Olli did need to be protected from this woman. 

As Pap pushed Lady Gates towards the wreath, Olli continued to shift, keeping herself behind Brend and out of view of the old woman. Pap stopped directly across from the Gateses. The rest of the Speare family lined up next to him, looking down on the grave and the whole of Horizon Creek. Nate stood next to Daniel. Olli saw why everyone recognized Nate for a Speare. They could’ve been brothers. He wore the same flint expression and stood in the same relaxed, confident manner as Daniel, shoulders back, chest lifted. The bruises on his face were worn like medals. Even she was a little intimidated.

The woman on the box, the pastor, Olli guessed, inclined her head towards the place where the old woman sat. Then she turned back to the crowd. For a small woman, she had a big voice. Her words projected through the heat-heavy air, carrying on the faint breeze. 

While the pastor spoke, Olli watched Pap in the gap between Brend and Booker. He didn’t meet her gaze. This morning she’d been certain she’d tell him the truth as soon as she could. But now she remembered how Chelle had suggested that Olli not tell her family. And Brend had flat out told her not to. They were afraid. Not of the monster, but of the old woman. 

The old woman sparked Olli’s Shield instincts, which meant she was some kind of threat to the other Gateses. If the rest of Olli’s family experienced the same gut reactions to danger that she did, then how could they choose to work for the old woman? Because they were Speares, not Shields? Did their instincts tell them to protect the old woman instead? Or was it magic? Had the old woman used magic to force them to work for her?

Olli shrank deeper into Brend’s shadow, grinding her teeth. Altering her world view to accommodate magic would’ve been a lot easier with some guidance. All this blind guessing was giving her a headache. 

She caught Nate’s eye. His eyebrow quirked in its signature obnoxious way. Her shoulders tensed. Was he conspiring with the rest of them to keep her in the dark? She wanted to put him in a headlock and force him to tell her everything he knew. He was her brother. How could he keep a secret like this from her?

But then, she guessed she hadn’t exactly been honest with him either. Seeing him standing with the rest of her family on the other side of Peter’s grave, she wasn’t so sure she could trust him. Or any of them. Her chest ached, but not from her Shield powers. 

“Perhaps,” the pastor said, “you feel you are alone, in this time of grief and pain, of uncertainty and anxiety. When darkness falls and fear comes whispering its thousand whispers—do not be enticed by its calls. Do not stand paralyzed before it. Do not allow it to take from you all that is good and light and leave you hollowed. Be deaf to fear. Turn to your neighbors, cross the water into our arms and leave fear behind you. Find courage. Remember it is not immortal. Stand with your spear against it and fear will fall silent.”

The pastor wasn’t giving a eulogy, she was giving instructions. She was telling them what to do if they met the monster.

“As always, one day and again, our time of grief will come to an end,” the pastor said. “Now let us sing our songs for Peter and speak our memories, and from this moment until dusk, let our breath be his, let our hearts beat for him, let him live a day one more in us.”

The pastor bowed her head and then stepped down from her box. The crowd began to shift and depart. Olli turned to watch them.

They all knew. They knew Peter hadn’t died of a drug overdose. They knew the monster had killed him. And the subtlety? Was that for Olli’s benefit, or the others in the crowd who were considered outsiders?

The sea of white retreated. A few people lingered in small groups. One broke from the rest and stepped towards her, his hair as white as his silky clothes. “Sad day, Miss Speare,” Mr. Taylor said.

She nodded.

“Quite strange for her to join us,” Mr. Taylor said in a low voice. Olli turned to see just what her family and the Dowager were doing, but Mr. Taylor caught her arm. “Do not look, Miss Speare.”

She gazed down at Mr. Taylor’s gentle face. “Why not?”

He smiled. “Did you know that there are nine kinds of venomous snakes in this beautiful state, Miss Speare?”

“No . . .”

“Oh yes, they’re quite deadly. You should never look a snake too closely in the eye, you know. It might see you as a threat and strike.”

“So what do you do if you meet one?”

“Better to stay clear of them altogether, I would think.” His eyes followed the sleek black car as it slid down the road past them. Olli watched too. The lingering tension in her chest  receded.

“But if you were to be so unfortunate as to encounter one,” Mr. Taylor went on, “I would suggest making yourself appear small and insignificant. Snakes are only interested in two things:  prey and predators. If a snake believes you are neither of those things, you should be quite safe. I should hope.”

“Small and insignificant,” she repeated.

“Another word might be ordinary. This world is full of ordinary people, Miss Speare. So painfully ordinary that those who are not tend to stand out, even when they aren’t trying. How old are you, may I ask?”

“Sixteen.”

Mr. Taylor smiled. “I have a niece about your age.” He gestured towards a pretty, cat-eyed girl chatting with a tall, almost-blond boy of about the same age. They stood next to Chief Reeve and Hope, who were in tight conference. Chief Reeve touched Hope’s arm familiarly. She smiled and leaned into his side.

“Amber spends most of her time on her phone with her friends talking about young men like Locke Reeve, there. Don’t mistake me, she’s an excellent student and can stitch a plaited braid that would have made her grandmother weep with pride. I have no doubt she’ll prove a master seamstress in time. But at the moment, she is young. When you are young, you act young. That is as it should be.”

Olli glanced over her shoulder to where Brend stood with Booker and the pastor. Farren hung on his arm. She tried to imagine calling up one of her old friends and telling them about him . . . but she couldn’t. What could she say? I met a boy who might be a prince, but mostly he’s just a jerk. Oh and by the way, he’s being hunted by monsters and it’s my job to protect him.

“I think it unfortunate when a young person is forced to grow up too quickly,” Mr. Taylor said with a sigh. “Age comes whether we hurry towards it or not. Much better to enjoy our youth while we have it. When you first came into my shop, I could see you were extraordinary in that respect and perhaps in others.”

Olli held his gaze. Could he tell she was a Shield? How? And if he could tell, had the old woman seen it too?

“You remind me of your great-aunt Annora.” He notched his chin towards the top of the hill. At the crest was a glass-domed mausoleum. Olli didn’t need to ask to whom it belonged. 

“She, too, was much older than her years, but then,” —he laced his fingers together— “she was granted so few of them. I hope that is not the case for you, Miss Speare.”

You and me both.

“Olli,” Booker’s voice was almost as soft as Mr. Taylor’s, but from weariness, not gentility. “Sad day, Mr. Taylor.” 

“Most sad, sir.” Mr. Taylor bowed his head. 

Olli glanced past Roper to Brend, who was still keeping his distance. Farren was at his side, clutching his hand. Roper wandered over to Amber, who smiled much more broadly at him than she had at the blondish boy. 

“May the next be far from this,” Mr. Taylor was saying.

“And the next farther still,” Roper replied.

“Pardon me, sir, I must stand at the stone and speak my mother’s name, per tradition.” Mr. Taylor bowed his head again and took a step back. “Lovely speaking with you, Miss Speare. Please be mindful of what I said, about the snakes.”

She nodded.

His eyes sparkled behind his glasses. “And thank you for showing these young people how white should be worn. I know, after seeing you, my business will improve.”

Mr. Taylor left them.

“Snakes?” Booker asked.

“It’s nothing,” she said. “Are we leaving?”

“Not yet. Walk with me, Olli, there’s something I want to show you.”





Chapter 20

He led her up towards the mausoleum. Arrows of sunlight glinted off the glass dome. A few rows from the top, he stopped.

At their feet, a flat stone carved with her father’s name:  Archer Speare.

She stared at the stone, waiting for . . . something. But nothing happened. She didn’t feel anything. It was just a stone with a name on it.

Beside his stone were two others, closer together, Daniel’s parents. For them, for Daniel, her heart hurt. 

“Your grandfather’s siblings are there.” Booker pointed to three more stones one row up.

“Annora.”

Booker nodded, squinting up towards the mausoleum. “She died when she was fifteen. Her brothers were only a few years older. Your grandfather was the youngest of them and the only one to survive, that time.”

All the bile Brend had spewed at her the night before, all that stuff about her family dying, finally hit her, stinging. She looked back down the hill. The last remnants of the crowd had dispersed. The rest of the family had retreated into the A/C of the SUV. Only Brend remained outside. He seemed to be watching a utility cart driving up the road towards them.

A man in blue coveralls and a baseball cap stopped the cart in front of Hope’s car and slid out. He loped over to the wreath, looping it over his shoulder. Hauling it to the cart, he tossed it into the back.

“That’s Ballard,” Booker said. “He’s the cemetery caretaker. Once he was in debt to the Dowager, but he settled it. That’s almost unheard of. He even threatened to kill her if she ever spoke to him again.”

“Your grandma knows how to make friends, huh?”

Booker smiled wanly. “He lives down there.” He pointed to the stand of trees edging the far side of the hill. “Most people in town avoid him. He’s . . . eccentric. But he’s been around for a long time, as long as anyone. If someone had the courage to talk to him, they could probably learn a lot.”

The utility cart puttered to life, backed up, and swung around. 

Olli watched him go. When she’d seen her grandpa with the old woman, she’d realized that she couldn’t tell him what she was—too risky. She almost heartened again, except something Booker had said nagged at her.

“Why would someone need courage to talk to him?” she asked. “Is he dangerous?”

“I’ll be honest, Olli. I really don’t know.”
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“Hey, sis.” Nate plunked his overloaded paper plate onto the table and plopped down next to her. He promptly began devouring everything in front of him.

For the last hour, she’d sat among strangers in the town meeting hall. Long tables filled the gymnasium-style room. At one end, a stage. On it, the Gates family. At the moment, only Brend and Booker remained, watching the rest of the community eat, chat, and quickly become inebriated. Olli hadn’t been allowed to sit with them—not that she wanted to. None of them looked comfortable set above and apart from everyone else.

She’d been surrounded by polite older people, who’d excused themselves from her presence about as quickly as Farren had wriggled out of her seat. Olli occupied herself by keeping track of all the Gateses as they mingled. Farren chased her friends around, squealing. Hope was in a serious-looking discussion with a group of people Olli recognized as the town council members. Roper lounged with some teenagers, including Amber, who batted her big cat eyes at him every chance she got.

When Nate appeared next to her, she was stuck between wanting to hug him and wanting to strangle him. She settled on glaring. She still wasn’t sure what he knew, or if she could trust him. It made the little bit of potato salad she’d eaten turn sour in her gut. 

“Since when do you work for Lady Gates?” she asked. 

“Who says I am?”

“What were you doing this morning?”

“Catching a ride,” he said through a half-chewed bit of sandwich. He grinned and resumed chewing.

“What’s with all bruises?”

“Training,” he said, wiping his mouth with a wadded napkin. “Dan’s getting me fit.” He flexed his arm. “Feel that.”

“No, thanks.”

He shrugged again. She eyed her brother, wishing she could read his mind. Even though she and Nate had never been very close, they had been through a lot together. The thought that he might hide such a big secret from her made her nails bite into her palms. She was on the verge of asking if he was a superhuman freak too, when two boys sat down across from them.

One was bulky and dark, like Nate, probably the same age too. He hid behind a thick swath of bangs. The other was the tall, blondish boy from the cemetery, Locke Reeve. He looked about her age, maybe a couple of years older. His smile was so disarming that she momentarily forgot she was Alice in Monsterland. 

“Hey, Nate,” Locke said. “Is this your sister?”

Nate grunted, still shoveling.

“Hi.” He held out his hand. His skin was warm and dry. “I’m Locke, this is Fisher.”

“Hey,” Fisher muttered, his braces flashing.

“Hi,” she said, settling back. “You’re friends of my brother’s?”

“We met at the gym,” Nate said.

“Gym?”

“Boxing,” Locke said, still smiling. His eyes were hazel, like hers, but more gold than green.

“Is that how you got those black eyes?” she asked Nate.

“That’s nothing,” Locke said, before Nate could respond. “He’s just too anxious to attack. He leaves himself open all over the place. Gloves up, elbows in.” He demonstrated, throwing a few mock punches across the table at Nate.

Nate grinned sheepishly.

Locke dropped his forearms back to the table and looked at her again. “I hear you work at the Gateses’.”

“She’s just a babysitter,” Nate said, mouth full again.

“I know. My dad’s Chief Reeve. He’s pretty into Dr. Gates.”

“I didn’t know he had a son. I mean, he’s never really talked to me about . . . anything,” she said, not wanting to open up any awkwardness concerning the chief dating Hope, if there was any. But Locke seemed immune to awkwardness.

“He’s an all-business kind of guy,” Locke said. “My mom died a while back. It took him like five years to get up the courage to ask Dr. Gates on a date. If he had waited one day longer, I would’ve done it for him.”

She smiled. Locke’s smile widened.

Fisher finally spoke up. “I’m surprised Old Baer lets you across the bridge.”

“She’s fine,” Nate said. “Dan says Pap’s okay with it because she and her boyfriend probably just sit on the couch and make out all day anyway.”

Her face ignited. She smacked his arm. Her fingers came away stinging. He really had been working out. “He does not say that. And I do not have a boyfriend.”

“Oh, yeah? Then why’s your not boyfriend trying to incinerate Locke’s shorts via pyrokinesis?” Nate gestured with his fork towards the stage. They all glanced at Brend. He was, indeed, glowering at them. They all looked away.

“You’re dating Brend Gates?” Locke squirmed like he could feel the heat.

“No, I’m not,” she repeated. “I watch his sister during the day. That. Is. All.” She shot Brend a hard look, but if he noticed, he was undeterred. “Brend just . . . always looks like that.” Not entirely true. Sometimes he kept the fire down to a smolder.

Locke glanced at Brend again and then turned his back to him, lifting one leg over the bench like he was ready to bolt if he felt burning in any delicate areas.

His face turned serious. If she had been a normal girl, like Amber, she might have thought that Locke was pretty cute, in an even-keel, boy-next-door, no-secrets-or-maddening-Cheshire-Cat-games way. Just the kind of boy her pre-Shield self might have been interested in. Too bad that girl didn’t exist anymore.

“You up for tonight, Speare?” he asked Nate.

Nate fixed his gaze on Locke. “Are you up for it?”

“Absolutely. My dad’s outside talking to Old Baer right now. I’m surprised they’re letting you go.”

Nate smiled in a way she’d never seen before—it reminded her of Daniel. “I’m a fast learner.”

“You better hope so,” Locke said. “Later, ya.” He spared Olli one last look and a small smile. He tossed a harried glance back at Brend. A second later, he and Fisher disappeared into the crowd.

Nate stood up, his plate empty.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Outside,” he said.

“No, I mean tonight.”

“Oh.” His gaze lost focus. She knew the look. He was trying to come up with an answer that wouldn’t get him in trouble. She’d seen it a thousand times before. “Hunting.”

Her heart stopped. “At night?”

“Got to,” he said, stepping over the bench. “Later, sis.”

“Nate, wait!” she called to his back, but he slipped away.

She slammed her hand down on the table, drawing the attention of those around her. She ignored them. She would have gone after Nate, but what for? If she told him what she knew and he was working for the old woman, then she risked exposing herself. If she tried to get him to tell her more of the truth and he was in on the secret, then he wasn’t about to tell her anything. Over the last year, he’d almost stopped talking to her completely. 

Hunting?

Mirror Girl knew exactly what he was going to be hunting. 


[image: SceneBreak]


About two minutes after they left the town hall, Farren was asleep against Brend’s side. 

Dusk crept into the sky.

When they crossed the bridge, Shield Girl loaded up. Her eyes roved the darkness, but her super-vision wasn’t turned on, so all she saw were shadows and trees and more shadows.

“I saw you talking to Locke and Fisher,” Roper said conversationally from beside her.

“Uh-huh.” She turned in her seat and looked past Roper, more trees, more shadows.

“Was that your brother with you?” he asked.

“Uh-huh.” Front window. Headlights, bugs. Lots of bugs. They hit the windshield and splattered. 

Blech.

“He looks like a Speare,” Roper said.

She twisted around, sparing him an annoyed look. “So I’m told.” Her eyes, which should have been scanning out the back window, locked onto Brend’s.

“What did you talk about?” he asked.

A furious heat swelled up inside her, searing across her skin. “Nothing,” she said, turning her back to him. “Locke and Fisher are going hunting with my brother tonight.”

Silence filled the SUV.

Softly, Hope said, “Bill didn’t tell me Locke was going with him. And your brother is very . . . young.”

“Why shouldn’t Nate go? He’s a Speare, right? I’m sure whatever’s out there he can handle it.” Olli couldn’t hold back Mirror Girl’s bitterness. “Wonder what superpowers he has.”

That voice behind her, the one that made her both prickle and chafe, spoke up. “You sound like you want to go with them.”

She spun around in her seat again. “I should be out there, shouldn’t I? I’m the one who’s seen it. I’m the one who faced it. I’m the one who should be hunting it down.” Mirror Girl’s vehemence startled Olli. She’d never felt what she was feeling now. The only word she could think of to describe it was bloodlust. She wanted that monster to die. She wanted to be the one to kill it. She wasn’t scared. She was lit up and thirsting.

Brend’s gaze was as intense as ever, but she couldn’t tell what he was really feeling.

Still, her face flushed. “You won’t be safe until it’s dead.” She turned around again. “None of you will.”

“We know, Olli,” Hope said.

When they pulled up to the front of the house, Olli was surprised to see her grandparents’ white whale of a Buick. Hope parked behind it.

As Olli got out, her grandma did the same.

“Mam,” she said, approaching her grandma cautiously, “what are you doing here?”

“I came to take you home,” Mam said. “Are you ready? Gather up your belongings.”

The Gateses made their way into the house. Brend carried Farren inside. Hope stayed to greet Olli’s grandma.

“Thank you for letting Olli stay. Farren’s been so upset since Peter’s death,” Hope said.

“My pleasure, ma’am. Anything we can do, as ever.”

Hope gave her a tight smile and a nod. “Have a good evening.”

“And you, ma’am.”

Hope followed the rest of the family inside. Olli stood there, stranded. She couldn’t leave the Gateses, could she? But none of them offered to let her stay. A part of her had forgotten that she didn’t belong there—the Shield part.

“Now then,” Mam said, turning brisk. “Hurry it up.”





Chapter 21

Olli worried the night away. She rose before dawn, as soon as she heard Mam’s bathroom faucet squeak and the rush of water.

She hovered near the kitchen window which overlooked the driveway, waiting, Mam shooing her every five seconds. The house filled with coffee and baking aromas as the sky lightened from black to blue. 

Finally, the three Speares shuffled in, covered in grime and sweat, leaves and twigs stuck to their clothes and in their hair. They dropped down at the table, none of them speaking.

Olli stood next to her grandma, choking on a scream.

“No luck?” Mam said, setting a basket of biscuits on the table.

Pap shook his head and ran a hand over his face. Mam brought over the breakfast skillet and began piling sausages onto their plates. Pap peeled off his long-sleeved plaid shirt. Underneath, his white T-shirt clung to his barrel chest. His fingers troubled over the ring on his necklace. Nate’s face was nearly flat on the table, held up only by the inside of his wrist. Daniel’s eyes appeared stuck open.

Olli hovered over the table, her anxiety ebbing. Maybe they hadn’t found it, but no one was dead either. She slid into the chair next to Nate. A soft snore issued from his gaping mouth.

Mam set the platter of potatoes and eggs down in the middle of the table. Olli was the only one who reached for it.
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The next three days passed without incident. Twice more the Speares went out with a group of other men, including Chief Reeve and Locke. But their “hunting parties” always came back empty-handed. 

Farren spent the week working herself into hyper-excitement about her trip. By the end, she practically fluttered off the ground like a hummingbird. Every once in a while she would lapse into tears and cuddle against Olli, wanting to know why Peter had to die. But Olli couldn’t answer that question. After an hour or so, Farren would return to daydreaming about her impending cruise. 

Relief wasn’t a strong enough word for how Olli felt about Farren leaving. It was as though she’d been juggling for the last week and was finally able to let one of the balls drop. But as glad as she felt that Farren would be far away and hopefully, safe, she was also anxious.

Once Farren was gone, Olli wouldn’t have an excuse to come to the Gateses’ every day. Even if she hadn’t been spending the night, she was still up before dawn, waiting impatiently for the sun to rise so Mam could drive her across the bridge and she could be certain everyone had survived another night. 

The rest of the family had lapsed into their normal routines. Booker, hiding in the guest house. Hope at the hospital, or on the treadmill. As for the twins, she hardly saw either of them.

Every day, Olli came to the house thinking, today’s the day I’ll talk to him. But Brend was always gone before she arrived and always came home just before she left. She couldn’t tell if she was grinding her teeth over being avoided, or because he was always cutting his return so close to sunset. She’d been staying late because Hope worked all of the time. She said she needed to so she could take time off that weekend to fly with Farren to Florida, but Olli thought maybe Hope just didn’t know what else to do with herself.

Friday morning, as Mam pulled the Buick out of the driveway, she turned the car in the wrong direction, away from the bridge.

“Where are we going?” Olli asked.

Mam didn’t answer. She drove a block or so down and into the driveway of another brown brick ranch. Aside from the brass numbers bolted next to the front doors, Olli didn’t know how anyone could tell the houses apart. 

“There’s a dish behind you, take it up to the chief. Go around back.”

Olli pushed open the door and retrieved the foil baking pan that weighed about as much as Farren. She carted it up the driveway and around to the back of the house. Chief Reeve’s police SUV was parked outside. Pale light eked into the sky around her, leaving everything grayish. 

As she debated whether or not to just leave the dish on the stoop or to knock, the door opened. Locke started back, blinking. He looked as tired as everyone else she’d seen lately. Purple half-moons hung under his eyes. Smears of dirt marked his face and arms. Still, he smiled.

He pushed open the screen door and dropped a pair of muddy boots on the step.

“Olli, hi,” he said. “I forgot to take these off,”—he gestured to the boots—“if my dad could keep his eyes open to see the mess, he would be pissed. Total neat freak.”

She smiled back. “My grandma made this,” she said, holding out the foil pan.

He took the pan from her. “Tell her thanks.”

“I will,” she said, turning away.

“Hey,” he said, stopping her. “Do you want to hang out sometime?”

Her mouth opened. A sound like uh-gg trickled out. 

“Not tonight, or tomorrow, probably, but I don’t know, sometime?”

Olli thought back to the conversation she’d had with her mom the night before. The one where she’d had nothing to say and her mom kept asking if something was going on, if there was a boy, maybe? Olli had denied it up and down, because at the moment it was true—there wasn’t a boy. The boy pretended like she didn’t exist. He didn’t look at her. He didn’t talk to her. He just . . . didn’t. She had no reason not to accept Locke’s offer.

And yet, she couldn’t. 

“If you don’t want to, it’s cool,” he said.

“It’s not that I don’t want to, I just . . .” 

Just what? Just can’t get the Handsome Jerk out of her head? Can’t go to sleep without thinking about him, can’t wake up not thinking about him? Can’t stop replaying every word he ever said, every look, every touch? Can’t imagine ever being interested in anyone else . . . ever? 

“Don’t worry about it,” Locke said, opening up the screen door. He looked back at her. “Open offer.”

 “Are you going back out tonight?” she asked before he stepped inside. “Not because I want to . . . I’m just curious. I didn’t get to ask my family. They sort of came in asleep.”

Locke’s expression straightened, but he always seemed to be smiling a little bit. She wondered what that felt like, to smile all the time.

“Yeah, we’ll go again tonight.” 

She nodded. Her inner Shield flexed. Lately she’d started to feel it even when she wasn’t in Shield-mode, realizing that it was never really gone. “Be careful, okay?”

“Okay,” he said, smile returning. Then he went back inside.

She shuffled down the driveway, heart in her throat. Had she really turned Locke down? Because of Brend? Hadn’t Brend’s artic shoulder been enough to show her that he really wasn’t interested? What more did he have to do to quash these feelings? Move to the other side of the world?

But even if he did, she had a terrible feeling, that even then, she’d turn Locke down. She’d turn Locke down every time. Because of Brend.

She slid back into Mam’s car without a word. 

Mam put the car in reverse. “Something the matter? You’re off color.”

Olli managed to shake her head. No, nothing was the matter. 

She was just in love.
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That morning, Farren repacked her bags a record ten times. She and Hope would leave that afternoon, fly out that night. Hope would stay with her until the ship set sail Sunday afternoon. The cruise lasted only a week, but Farren and her traveling companions would disembark at St. Maarten and stay there another week. 

While making sure Farren had everything she actually needed, Olli avoided seeing anyone else besides Hope. For once, she didn’t care if Brend was home or not. She didn’t sneak out to check if his car was in the garage like she had the last three days.

As she folded and refolded Farren’s things, she argued with herself. She wasn’t in love. She was mistaking her stupid girl-feelings for love, that was all. How could she be in love with someone she’d only known a week? Half of that time, they’d been fighting and the other half he’d been ignoring her. And those few moments in between, when she’d been tingling melty goo, that had all been part of his plan to use her. She’d been fooled.

She reasoned out the case again and again—it was all so obvious—but the feelings didn’t hear her, or didn’t care. They remained, stubborn, aching, and raw.

So at noon, when Farren’s bags were finally loaded into Hope’s SUV and Brend emerged from the house to say goodbye, she wasn’t prepared to see him. She wasn’t prepared for how much it hurt. She wasn’t prepared to realize how much she’d been hurting. 

She stayed back from the family, twisting knots in her hair and watching from the corner of her eyes as everyone said goodbye.

“Don’t get kidnapped by pirates,” Roper said after giving Farren a quick hug.

Her nose wrinkled. “There’s no such thing,” she said, then glanced at Hope. “Is there?”

“Thanks a lot,” Hope said to Roper.

“Hey, don’t worry,” Roper said. “If you get kidnapped, we’ll send the Shield to rescue you.”

Farren looked to Olli. 

“You’re not going to be kidnapped by pirates,” she said, giving Roper the are-you-stupid look. Farren didn’t look convinced. Olli put a hand on her shoulder, bending down to look her in the eye. “If you get kidnapped, I will rescue you.”

“Promise?”

“Farren, Olli doesn’t need to—” Hope started.

“I promise,” Olli said and she meant it. She just hoped she didn’t have to prove it. She seemed to be pre-programed to battle monsters, but pirates? Probably not.

The worry line between Farren’s eyebrows smoothed, and she smiled again.

Booker stepped forward and gave Farren a crushing hug. It seemed to surprise everyone. His wrists looked thinner than Farren’s. Even though Mam had been sending over enough food to feed thirty people, Booker didn’t seem to be eating any of it. The circles around his eyes had turned blackish and sickly. 

“Be safe, little sister,” was all he said when he finally released her.

The worry line reappeared. Olli crossed her arms. This was going well. Roper had no tact and Booker acted like he might never see Farren again. 

Brend crouched down and held out his arms. Farren hugged him. 

“I’ll call you tonight,” he said, pushing her hair back from her face. “You can call me whenever you need to.”

“Even on the ocean?”

“Even on the ocean.”

“Don’t break your phone again, okay?”

He smiled a little. “Okay.”

Farren leaned towards him. “I have a secret to tell you.” She cupped her hands around her mouth and whispered something in his ear. For the briefest of seconds, his gaze touched Olli’s, and then flicked quickly away. 

Ouch.

Whatever Farren was saying brought one of the darkest clouds yet over his face.

“Don’t tell,” she said, stepping back.

“I won’t,” he said.

“For me, okay?”

Brend didn’t answer.

“Please?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Brend said. Before Farren could say anything more, he said, “Send me a picture of the dolphins.”

Farren’s face lit up, but even that didn’t dispel the shadow on Brend’s face. “I’m going to swim with them,” she said.

He picked her up. “Not if you miss your flight.” He kissed her on the cheek and carried her to the car. Olli stepped back as he plopped Farren into her seat. “Remember you have to come out of the water sometimes.”

“There are five pools, but I’m only allowed in three of them, and there’s a waterslide, that’s like a water coaster.”

“You’re scared of roller coasters,” he said.

“Not anymore,” she said. “I’m not scared of anything.”

“You’re not, huh?”

“Nope.” She folded her arms. “I’m just like Olli. Nothing scares her.”

Everyone looked at her, even Brend—for another pain-filled second. 

“Lucky her,” Brend muttered. “Sit back.” He shut the door. Farren’s window rolled down.

“I know the monster was real,” she said, giving her family a scolding look. Surprise spread from face to face. “I know you said it was a dream, but I heard it. It was real. But I’m not scared of it and you don’t have to be either.”

Hope stepped in. “Farren, let’s talk about this on the way to the—”

“You don’t have to be scared because Olli’s going to find it and make it go away, forever. Aren’t you, Olli?”

They were looking at her again. All except Brend.

Why was she obsessing over him? She had so many other important things to do. Like find a monster. And kill that monster.

For the first time, she called up her Shield to protect herself. From him.

“Just as soon as I get the chance.” She went to the passenger side door and got inside.

Ten minutes later, she stood in her grandparents’ driveway, watching Hope’s SUV round the corner and disappear from view. 

She let out a deep breath.

Farren would be safe. And Hope, too, for a couple of days.

She itched at the flaking scabs on her knees. They’d healed in record time. Shield powers? It seemed almost certain.

She glanced back at the house. The boys would be asleep. As much as she’d tried not to resent her exclusion, Mirror Girl was sore. She didn’t like seeing them come home every morning, shaking their heads. Mirror Girl agreed with Farren. Olli was the one meant to find Blinky and make him disappear forever.

But first, time to get some answers.

She adjusted her backpack on her shoulders and started walking. A strong breeze cut through the humidity, diminishing the totalitarian oppression of the heat.

Half an hour later, she stood in front of Annora’s gravestone. Mr. Taylor had said it was tradition to speak the names of the dead.

“Annora Speare,” she said, like she could call up the spirit of the girl and find out what had happened to her. She’d faced a monster and lost. Olli wanted to know why. She needed to know.

“Stand there much longer and I’ll be carving you a stone like the rest,” a voice said from behind her. “Carved them all with these two hands, ya.”

She turned. Ballard squinted up at her, dressed in the same grubby coveralls and tatty cap as before. Brown and deeply-lined, his face was like an old baseball mitt, caved in as if it had been punched in the middle more than a few times—his nose flat as the tombstones. Once he might’ve been tall, but his back now bowed. Slits marked his eyes.

“Crushing the flowers too.” He pointed a bent finger at her feet.

She lifted a foot from the thick green-covered ground. “I don’t see any flowers.”

“Can’t see what’s there, that’s why. Hill’s covered in them.” His accent was the thickest she’d heard yet, nothing like a Southern accent. Words like there and them sounded more like deer and dim. His voice burbled deep in his throat. 

He strode up next to her with striking fluidity. She’d never seen someone so stooped move as quick and smooth. The aroma of dirt and motor oil clung to him. 

“Look about you.” His o sounds came out long and low. “Don’t see what you think you ought, see what is. That’s why you come here. I see. I see what is. Flowers.”

She looked more closely at the ground. What she’d assumed was grass, on closer inspection, proved to be a thick carpet of deep green plants, fuzzy and curled, more like moss.

“Don’t flower like they should. Not in this too-hot world. Back home, they bloomed white. I remember. She didn’t take that from me. I remember. I see.” The thin slits of his eyes turned to her. “I see what you want, Shield.”

“How do you know I’m a Shield?”

“Listen. I told you. I see. Some see what they’re told to see, some see what they want to see, some don’t see at all. The rest of us, see what is. Not many of that sort in this world. What sort are you, Shield?”

Before she could answer, he made a grunting noise, like he’d made the decision for himself. He turned and started away, loping down the hill.

She went after him, almost running to keep up. “I’m sorry about the plants, sir!” 

The old man let out a laugh like a light bulb bursting. “Shield calls Ballard, ‘sir.’ Now that’s a thing.”

“Why’s it a thing?”

“Haven’t taught you proper disrespect, have they, Shield?” He stopped mid-stride, and she had to back up a few paces. She huffed a little. 

“Your kind and mine,” he said, “we are not friends.”

“Your kind?”

Ballard’s smile was pointed and tinged yellow. “What do you want, Shield? Speak quick before I decide to bite.”

“I want the truth.”

“Truth? Who’s truth?”

“The truth about this town. Who are we? Where do we come from? Why are we here? And what killed Peter? And how do I kill it?”

“Why don’t you ask your grandfather?”

“Because he works for her and she can’t know what I am.”

Ballard’s pointed smile widened as he leaned towards her. She leaned away. 

“But she will. She sees too. Soon enough she will see you. But now I think,”—he drew back, tapping his temple—“I think and remember. A Shield. She requires a Shield, ya. I remember. And I see. I see . . . you, Shield.” The nail of his crooked finger was gnarled, dirt-stained, and needed trimming. “The Shield comes to me. If she cannot have you, then she will not be happy. When she is not happy, Ballard is very happy.”

“So . . . you’ll help me?”

“I will help you, Shield. I will help you see what is and not what she would want you to see. But hurry, my patience for your kind is a sliver.”

He led her down the hill, into the woods.





Chapter 22

“Tea?” Ballard set a steaming kettle down on the rusty table between two rusty chairs, both spotted with blood-red paint. Olli sat near the edge of the creaking porch, coiling a strand of hair around her finger. 

“Hot tea?” She wrinkled her nose. “No, thanks.”

“Hot makes you sweat,” he said, pouring the brown liquid into a heavy-looking ceramic mug. The tea wafted bitter and pungent, curling the hairs inside her nose. “Sweat makes you cool.”

She picked a wet strand of hair off her forehead. “I think I’ve reached maximum coolness.”

Nestled in a thicket of scrubby trees, at least Ballard’s shack was shaded from the sun and sight of the nearby road. Every so often an unseen engine would hum by, but that was the only evidence that they were still in town.

Both he and his chair groaned as he leaned back. “Now questions. Now answers.”

She took a deep breath. A breathless buzz made her feel like she floated off her chair. Finally, answers—she hoped. “I’m not sure where to start.”

“Begin at the beginning and when you come to the end, stop.” 

Where had she heard that before? 

“Okay, the beginning. It began with the monster—no, it began with Brend. I felt like I needed to protect him. Why does he need to be protected? Why am I programmed to be his bodyguard? Is he royalty? And what kind and from where?”

The old man sipped his tea, squinting straight ahead at the bone-thin trees that made up his front yard.

“Speares and Shields stand behind the Keeper. The Keeper holds the Guardian. The Guardian bars the gate. Or so it was, before her and him.”

“Her and him? The Dowager?” Olli swallowed a dry lump in her throat. “Is she a witch?”

“Too many questions!” He clunked his mug down. Tea splashed over the rim. “At the beginning I said. Does not listen either. Shield knows nothing. Her mouth flows over”—his tongue shot out, long and grayish, over and over like he was vomiting—“worse than damned birds here. Always chat-chat-chattering and what about? Nothing! Birds in this too-hot world have nothing to say.”

Booker had said Ballard was eccentric, but she was starting to think he’d passed eccentric a long time ago. The crazy meter swung all over the place.

After a moment, he seemed to settle down again. “Start at the beginning,” he grumbled. “Why does the Keeper’s son need protecting? So he can do his duty. Or maybe you mean, why does the Preserver hunt the Keepers?” He held up his finger. It trembled ever so slightly. “That is a question worth consideration, if you care. As punishment for what was done to the Iron Gate? Could be. Or perhaps their souls have a certain flavor the Preservers prefer. Perhaps if they eat enough of them, they’ll take the magic for themselves and be able to open the Iron Gate at will.” A hissing snicker passed through his teeth.

“Preserver?”

“The thing you call monster.”

“Why do you call it a Preserver?”

“I do not call it that. That is what it calls itself.”

She decided not to ask him how he knew what Blinky called itself. “And when you say Keeper, you mean . . .”

“The Keeper is the father, his children are the heirs. But you jump again!” He slammed his fist down on the old chair’s armrest, shaking loose a rain of rust. Some settled in his tea. She didn’t point it out to him as he lifted the cup and took another sip. “Next question is, why are you programmed to be bodyguard? Wrong words. Not programmed. Not bodyguard. You are born with this power. Fearless, your ancestors, mighty warriors, free-peoples who served none. But when the gates were forged and locked, it was feared the Keepers would fail in their duty. Your ancestors were called upon to hold them in their place. Into the Keepers’ blood, the key to Guardian. Into the Shields’ blood, the chains that held the Keeper at the gate.”

Before she could ask him what any of that meant, he went on,

“Next question. Royalty? Over time, the Keepers grew in power. People feared the gates opening again and so they paid homage to the Keepers. The Keepers named themselves rulers and used the Speares and Shields as their warriors. But they are not kings, nor princes. She is not a queen. They are servants to the gates, slaves.”

Olli rubbed her forehead. She didn’t want to aggravate Ballard more than she already had, but she could only understand about half of what he said. The Keepers seemed to be the Gates family. And they were in charge of this Iron Gate, whatever that was. Before she could get herself in trouble by asking any more follow-up questions, Ballard continued with his grumpy lecturing. 

“From where? Fifthold was the kingdom. The kingdom of the Fifth Gate. The Iron Gate. The Iron Gate is the true king. Without it, there is no kingdom. And that brings us to the witch and her husband. Or should I say the Keeper and his witch? That is the problem with slaves. If you don’t keep them in their place, they rise up and try to become the master. That is what the Keeper did. That is what my kind helped him to do. And so now, we are here, exiled in this too-hot world, forced to answer questions for Speare half-breeds. That is our punishment.”

“Fifthold,” she repeated, ignoring the half-breed remark. “Is that where Brend’s father went and his mother? Back to Fifthold?”

His eyes slid over to her. They almost looked red. But her Shield remained inert. She hoped it would kick in to protect her too, if necessary, and not just the Gateses.

“Called to his duty, ya. Back home, through the door. Once it expelled us all here. Now it only swings one way, for the Keeper to return to his servitude. To pay the price for his grandfather’s transgression.”

“Servitude to . . . the Iron Gate?”

“Now she listens.”

“And the reason we’re all here, is because Brend’s grandfather—”

“Great-great-grandfather,” Ballard interjected. “The witch’s husband.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Great-great? So . . . you mean that the Dowager is also his two greats grandmother? And she’s still alive? How old is she?”

“Not so old,” Ballard said.

Olli doubted that was true, but in a world of magic and monsters it was the least of her concerns.

“So what did she and her husband do, exactly?”

Ballard began to rock. The chair cried out with each movement as if in pain. “We gave him the power to do it. Fools, all of us. We believed their lies. We gave them pieces of our souls and the Keeper and his witch used the power to kill the Guardian and open the Iron Gate. When the Keeper vanished, the Preservers flooded through, and there was no Guardian to stop them. Hundreds of your brethren died that day. I remember. I remember.”

Olli picked at her scabs, trying to piece everything together. They were from a place called Fifthold. Brend’s great-great-grandfather had killed the Guardian, whoever that was, and had caused a bunch of trouble when he opened the Iron Gate. Now Brend’s father was back in Fifthold at the gate, doing his duty, whatever that meant. And she was descended from some warriors who had magic that was supposed to keep Brend’s family on duty at the gate. 

“So this Preserver,”—she still preferred Blinky—“it came through the Iron Gate too?”

Ballard began to draw his claws over the metal armrest. She grimaced at the shrill skreeping of it.

“Through the door.”

“The door . . .?”

“You do not listen!” He shouted out, towards the trees, but she flinched back. “I told you, the door only swings one way. But often, a Preserver slips through. It is not of flesh, not of blood. It does not take form sometimes for weeks, or months. You want to kill it? Find its pulse. That is where it dies.”

“Pulse? You mean its heart?”

“If I meant heart, I would have said heart!”

She grabbed her bag, slinging it over her shoulder, and stomped off the porch. “No one is forcing you to answer my questions. You wanted to, remember?”

His smile grew, far too wide it seemed. “I remember. I remember. She needs a Shield.”

Olli strangled the strap of her backpack. She couldn’t tell if she’d learned anything worthwhile or not. Her head was too busy throbbing to decide.

“Why do you keep saying that? Why does she need a Shield?”

“With a spear and shield, you can conquer the world. A world. Not that you would want to conquer this one.” He sat back, obscured in the shade. “Too hot, for one thing. She would not be interested in this world. She is yearning to find him. He is not here.”

“This world? What other world is there?”

Another explosion-of-glass laugh. “More and many. Ours for one. It is much cooler there, ya.”

She didn’t know how long she stood there before she started to tackle his meaning. “You’re saying we’re from another planet? Like we’re aliens?”

He tilted his hat back to gaze at her like she was an idiot. “Look there.” He pointed to a sapling nearby. 

Not sure why she didn’t just turn and leave, she did as she was told. The tree was small and scraggly, not much taller than her. 

“Take hold of that branch,” he instructed.

She grasped the nearest branch, more like a twig than a branch.

“How many leaves on it?”

She scanned the branch’s leaves. “I don’t know. A lot. So?”

“Touch one, only one.”

She took a leaf between her fingers. The surface felt cool and smooth.

“Now look at the one next to it.”

She did.

“Do they look different?”

“Not really,” she said, growing weary. Both leaves looked the same—little spearheads. “Except that one has a hole in it.”

“A hole . . . ya. The first leaf you touched is this world. Not just the world. The entirety of it. Stars and emptiness and this too-hot earth. All of it, in that one little leaf.”

“The universe?”

“This universe. Now the one next to it. That one with the hole. That is our universe, Shield. Our world, our stars, and our hole too. The hole, that is the Iron Gate, only there are nine holes, each with Guardians, with Keepers and Speares, but you, half-breed that you are, still are a Shield and you, like your would-be prince boy, belong to Fifthold. Your gate is of iron. The Guardian barred the Iron Gate. The Keepers held the Guardian in its place. Speares and Shields kept the Keepers at their duty. Once, the Iron Gate was locked, sealed up.”

She released the branch. “And now it’s not?”

He nodded. “Now it’s not.”

“And so?”

“So the Guardian is gone. The Iron Gate is broken. The Keepers are all that bar the way. And you, Shield, behind them.”

“Bar the way? The way to what?”

“Look at the tree again. See all the leaves.”

She frowned up at the tree. Afternoon sunlight limned their ragged edges and poured down on her. Her head spun as she gazed upwards. Tired and overheated, she couldn’t decide if she believed what he said—if it all made so much sense as to be true—or if he was just a crazy old man. The leaves rustled in the breeze, like a thousand whispers. In spite of the heat, she went cold.

“What about the leaves?” she asked.

“They’re the other worlds, other universes.”

“Others?”

“More than you or I can imagine. That is what is beyond the Iron Gate, Shield. Others.”





Chapter 23

The day dwindled as she walked back to her grandparents’ house. Hazy orange light flowed over the drowsy streets like magma. Her feet scraped as she plodded into the center of town.

Another world. Another universe.

She couldn’t even pretend to doubt it. She and Mirror Girl were too much one now for her to play the crazy card. Not a hallucination. Not a dream. Maybe she’d fallen down the rabbit hole, but Wonderland was real. Magic and monsters were real. Shield powers and other worlds, real too.

She couldn’t change it, so she had to deal with it and move on. 

But how?

As she shuffled into the center of town, she decided to stop at the coffee shop and fill herself with something cold, caffeinated, and chocolate-flavored. Surely sugar and coffee would jumpstart her drained brain. 

A cold rush of air washed over her as she pulled open the door—and stopped dead. Behind the counter, Chelle smiled her seductive smile at some middle-aged patron. Her porcelain doll face, uncracked. Apparently, she hadn’t broken her promise. And she hadn’t yet noticed Olli.

Olli hurried to flee when Locke appeared.

“Hi, Olli.” In one hand, he carried a thermos and in the other, an iced coffee. 

“Um, hi.” She peeked around him and recoiled. Chelle met her eye. If any friendship had existed between them, Olli could see it was now gone. Stupid Brend and his stupid witch of a great-great-grandma. 

Locke glanced back at Chelle, who gave Olli the same threatening dagger look she’d given Brend last weekend.

“Problem?” Locke said to Chelle in a voice reminiscent of his father’s.

Chelle smiled coolly and turned her attention to wiping up the counter. 

Olli sighed. So much for coffee. 

She swept her arm towards the door for Locke. “Can I get this for you?” 

“Around here, it’s usually the men who hold the door open for the ladies.” He stepped through. She followed, back into the oven. Ballard might have been crazy, but he was right. This world was too hot. 

“I’ll remember that,” she said.

“Making enemies, already?” He cocked his head back towards the coffee shop.

“Brend’s making enemies for me,” she grumbled.

“Ah,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

She knew Locke was waiting for her to elaborate, but instead she gestured to the thermos. “Long night ahead, I guess.” 

If I was out there hunting, this whole thing would be over already, Mirror Girl added.

Olli ignored her as best she could.

“Iced coffee. I try to make it at home, but it’s not the same.”

“Yeah, my mom used to say the coffee shops added crack to keep you coming—”

The world spun and tipped upside down. When it righted, she was in Shield-mode, heart racing, chest over-filled, every small hair straight as a pin. 

“Are you okay?” Locke asked. His voice thundered in her ears.

She grimaced. With concentration, she turned the volume down. 

“Something’s wrong,” she murmured, turning in a slow circle. The pressure in her chest directed her like a compass needle. She stopped, facing west. Of course. Towards the river. Towards the Gateses’.

“What’d you say?” he asked.

She turned back to him, blinking to adjust her Shield-vision so she wasn’t staring into the tiniest of his pores.

“Do you have a car?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said uncertainly. “Do you need a ride?”

“Yeah. But we need to hurry.”

“O-kay,” he said. “This way.” 

He led her to a blue pick-up. She bit her lip, resisting the urge to shout at him to hurry up. He set his coffee down on the hood and unlocked the doors and then opened his door and retrieved his coffee. As soon as the locks clicked, she ripped open the door and leapt inside. Her legs bounced as he fastened his seat belt and started the engine.

Slowly, he pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street.

“Can you drive any faster?” she asked.

“What’s the rush?”

She caught his gaze. He stared back at her, driving straight through a stop sign. They nearly collided with a long silver Cadillac. Locke slammed on the brakes. The other driver laid on his horn. Locke rolled down his window in time to hear the man shout,

“Watch the road, not the girl, Reeve!”

“Sorry!” he called back. He turned back towards her, his eyes roving over her face. “Guards, you’re a Speare.”

“I need to get across the bridge. Now.” She unfastened her seat belt and shoved open the door. “If you can’t take me, I’ll run.”

“Wait.” He reached across her as if to grab the door handle. “I’ll take you.”

She closed the door again.

He steered the truck towards Bridge Street.

“I can’t believe this. Old Baer said you weren’t.”

“He doesn’t know. No one knows. Is this the fastest you can go?”

“I am the Chief of Police’s son,” he reminded her.

“You can’t tell anyone,” she said. 

“No one knows?”

“The Gateses know, but not the old lady. I need to keep it that way.”

They approached the bridge. Finally.

“I won’t tell anyone, Olli.”

“Should I make you promise?”

Locke’s eyebrows shot up. “You know about that too, huh? I thought the Gateses promised not to tell you anything.”

“They did,” she said. 

“Then how do you—”

Across the bridge. Green girders. Green water.

“I’ve been piecing it together. Chelle helped, or was helping, until Brend attacked her with a sword.”

“He did what?”

“He made her promise not to tell the old lady about me. That’s why Chelle and I aren’t friends anymore.”

Locke frowned. “He made her promise?”

“Yeah, he smeared blood all over her face too. What’s that about?”

Locke’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“Oh, what?”

“That’s why you turned me down this morning, because of him. He is your boyfriend.”

“No. He’s not. He hasn’t even talked to me for the last week.”

Past the blackened brick ruins of the old mill, trees closing in. Her legs continued to jog, her throat dry as dead pine needles. Her fingers dug into her thighs.

Locke smiled. “Have a fight?”

She scowled at him. “So?”

Locke held up his hand in surrender. “I promise not to tell anyone you’re Speare—a real one, that is. No blood required.”

“Why did you think he was my boyfriend? What does it matter that he was the one who made her promise?”

Locke sped up. Up a hill, around a curve.

“That’s not really my . . .”

“Locke, I have spent the last week trying to convince myself that I’m not insane. And no one has been able to help me because no one can give me a straight answer. I’m so desperate I spent the afternoon with a freaky old man who files his nails on his patio furniture. Please, please, please, just answer my question.”    

“It’s not that I don’t want to tell you the truth, Olli. It’s just that, it’s not really my place to tell you,”—he held out a quelling hand before she could explode—“about Brend’s promise. But ask me anything else. What do you need to know?”

She dragged her hands over her face. 

Almost to the house.

“Are we from another universe?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“You answered that really fast.”

“You said you were desperate.”

She could’ve hugged him. “How did we get here?”

“There’s a door.”

“The Iron Gate?”

“No. The Iron Gate’s back in the old world. The door was created just to bring us to this world and to allow the Keepers to go back to the old one.”

“Brend’s parents are the Keepers.”

“His dad is. I don’t know why his mom went.”

“She didn’t have to?”

He stopped the truck in front of the gate. “We’re here.”

She looked out at the gate. But her inner compass tugged her elsewhere, farther down the road.

“Keep going.”

He didn’t move.

“Drive!”

He put the truck back in gear and drove on. “You’re different when you’re all Speared out.”

“You don’t even know.”

“You must’ve been pretty freaked, huh?”

“Understatement.”

 “We’re headed towards her house, you know that, right?”

She grasped the door pull and peered out at the forest. Bronze light cut through the trees, intense and bright even as the sun fell. “I thought it didn’t come out during the day.”

“It? You mean the Whisperer?”

“I thought it was called a Preserver.”

“I’ve never heard it called that before.”

“That’s what it calls itself.”

“Who told you that?”

“A Mad Hatter,” she muttered. “I still like Blinky anyway.”

“Blinky?” The truck slowed to a crawl. “You’ve seen it?”

“I faced it last weekend.”

He stopped the truck in the middle of the road. 

“You really need to drive,” she said.

When he twisted towards her, wearing such a serious expression, she held back her desire to jump out of the car and sprint the rest of the way to wherever her inner Shield was directing her.

“Olli, this is important. When you faced it, what happened? Did you kill it?”

“I don’t know.” She thought back to that night—her Shield explosion, the screams. Had she killed it? “No,” she said with sudden certainty. “I didn’t.”

“But you fought it.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Did you disperse it? Hit it with water? Force it into the daylight?”

“Disperse it?”

“A Whisperer doesn’t have a stable form. In the rain, or in the daylight, if it doesn’t take shelter, it can be dispersed. It can take a while for it to reform.”

“No, I didn’t do either of those things.” 

But I did hit it with a Shield Burst. 

Did her sub-bass wave have the power to disperse Blinky? 

“I thought I just scared it away.”

Locke sat back, thoughtful.

“Locke, I have to go. I can’t sit here. Someone”—Brend—“is in danger, right now.”

“If someone is in danger, it’s not from the Whisperer. It won’t come out with this much light. Maybe at dusk, but there’d have to be more shadows than sunlight. We’re a good hour from then.”

“Well, something is wrong.”

“Olli, up that hill and around the bend is a big house and a very dangerous woman. Maybe you faced the Whisperer,”—he let out a puff of breath like he didn’t believe it—“but she is something totally different. And if Brend made a blood promise to keep you hidden from her, then I don’t think you should go any farther.”

“I have to,” she said. “I am not important.”

Locke stared at her. “That’s not what Brend thinks.”

She unlocked the door.

“Olli, listen,” he said, grasping her wrist lightly. “I’ll take you up there, because I was going there anyway. That’s where we meet before the hunt. But you need to turn it off.”

“Turn it off?”

“The Speare-thing. You don’t know what you look like. You’re glowing. Your eyes look like . . . green fire. If you go up there like this, she’ll know what you are for sure.”

She remembered then, Brend at the funeral, telling her to stand down.

“Turn it off,” she said. “Okay.” She closed her eyes, repeating the words: turn it off, turn it off. 

“I get it now,” he murmured as she tried to shut down her Shield-powers. “You’re a full-on Speare, old world. Even though your mom’s from this world. Nobody expected that. Especially not the Dowager. If she knew what you were, she’d snap you up in a second.”

She opened her eyes, still in super-mode. She cursed. “How? Everyone’s so worried she’ll find out about me. What will she do? Put a spell on me or something?”

“My grandma used to tell me stories. I don’t know how many of them are true. But most of the time, the Dowager makes deals. She makes an offer and you accept it, and then she sweetens the deal and you accept that too, and the next thing you know, you owe her your life.”

“So, I have to accept. She can’t force me? She’s not going to kidnap me or something?”

All traces of his smile evaporated. “She’ll use magic to make you think you want to accept the offer.”

Her stomach churned. “I can’t sit here anymore. I have to go.”

He released her wrist. “One of them is up there, with her?”

She nodded.

“Brend?”

She nodded again.

“He’s of her blood. She can’t use magic to trick him. If he makes a deal with her, he’s doing it consciously.”

“I don’t go super-Olli for nothing, Locke. He may be conscious, but he’s not thinking.”

His fist twisted in his palm. “I might be able to help you ward off some of her magic. But my magic isn’t anything like hers. If she senses it, she’ll destroy it—”

“You have magic?”

“Some. My grandma taught me before she died.” His hazel-gold eyes flicked over to her. “But you still need to turn it off.”

“I tried, I can’t.”

“Try again.”

Squeezing her eyes shut she fought with Mirror Girl, trying to shove her back into the depths. She remembered Brend again at the cemetery, but every time she thought of him, Mirror Girl started to scream and struggle again. They were wasting time. Brend was going to make a deal with the witch. She didn’t know what that meant exactly, but she knew it would end up hurting him. She had to stop him. If that old woman did anything to him . . .

A specter of the Dowager appeared in Olli’s mind. Her fragile aged beauty, her bone white hair, her onyx black eyes. 

Be ordinary, Mr. Taylor had said. Small and insignificant. Like everyone else in this world.

All she had to do was stop Brend from doing whatever stupid thing he was about to do. She didn’t have to be a Shield to do that. She could be an ordinary teenaged girl. Like Amber. 

A plan started to form in her mind.

She opened her eyes again. Her heart slowed. The pressure in her chest ebbed. She inhaled slowly. 

After a moment, she looked at Locke. “Well?”

He studied her. “Better.”

She nodded, reassuring Mirror Girl that they could help Brend without Shield-powers. For once, Mirror Girl seemed to listen. The strain in her chest shrank to a tight little knot around her heart.

“Okay,” he said. “There are lots of ways to use magic. And she knows them all. Ground rules: don’t eat or drink anything. Don’t take anything she offers you, but be cool. Don’t make her suspicious. Watch out for smells too, perfume, incense, all of it can be laced with magic.”

He looked downright grim. 

“Do you have a plan?” he asked.

She nodded. “I think so.”

“It better be a quick one. If she’s seriously hitting you with magic, then my protection spell isn’t going to last long. It won’t last long anyway.” He straightened up. “Give me your hand.”

She held out her left hand. He placed his hand under hers. He whispered some words she couldn’t understand, and then he spit in her palm and closed her fingers.

“Ew. You could’ve warned me.”

His smile returned. “Keep it closed.”

She studied her hand. Still no fairy-dust sparkles. The wet glob began to firm and cool, until it grew as hard as a marble in her palm.

“It’ll dissolve pretty quickly,” he said. “If it feels like spit again, you need to get out of there.” 

 “What did you do?”

“My grandma used to say that big people with big power tend to forget about the big power of little people.”

“Huh?”

“I put a spell in your hand. A small one. Hopefully it’s small enough, she won’t notice it.”

“What does it do?”

“It’s your wits.” He shifted into drive. “You’ve got a hold on them. Don’t let them go.”





Chapter 24

The Dowager’s fence stood higher than the one at the Gateses’. The trees on either side of the curving drive huddled closer and thicker. Watchful.

Olli continued to whisper to Mirror Girl. Stay still. We can do this. 

The truck wound up and around. The trees abruptly disappeared. Before them, a mansion rose from the swell of the land. With its white stone and glass domes, it seemed bigger, older, than the one down the lane. Carved into the façade, figures in low relief, clustered as if dancing, bearing spears and shields, kneeling in procession, like something out of ancient Greece.

In front of the truck, a line of cars. Among them, a gleaming black sedan, more like a sports car. 

She shoved opened the door. Pap stood in her way, his face granite. 

“What are you doing here?”

Chief Reeve stood behind him, thumbs snagged in his utility belt. He gazed past Olli towards Locke.

“Not the place to bring a date, boy,” he said.

Locke shrank in his seat.

Olli shut the door and drew back her shoulders. “I need to talk to Brend.”

Pap’s brow plunged. “You shouldn’t be—”

“Neither should he,” she blurted out and then bit on her lip, quelling her Shield again. “I just need to see him. It’s important.”

“It can wait,” Pap grunted.

She gazed up at Pap’s broad, dark face. “No. It. Can’t.”

But Pap didn’t look ready to back down. If anything, his chest seemed to grow broader with every breath. His eyes took on a hard glitter. “You listen to me now—”

“Look who came by for a visit,” Daniel said.

The faintest of grimaces flashed over Pap’s face before he stepped aside. Daniel sauntered through a flower-laden arbor beside the house.

“She was just leaving,” Pap said, reaching for her arm, but she sidestepped him.

“I need to see Brend,” she said to Daniel.

Daniel rolled his eyes. “Why? Did he forget your date?”

Remember, you are a normal teenaged girl. 

“No,” she snapped, pushing her voice a little too high, hoping it sounded like he’d hit a nerve. “I have a message from his sister.”

“So text him.”

“I tried,” she said. “That’s why she called me. She’s upset he’s not answering his phone.”

“She’s upset, huh?” Daniel smirked. “Okay. Come on back.”

“She doesn’t need to go,” Pap said, catching her arm in his massive hand. “We can give him the message.”

Daniel looked about to shrug when both his and Pap’s phones chimed. Daniel took his out. Pap’s grip on her arm tightened.

Daniel glanced at his phone, then up at Olli. His eyes darkened. “Looks like you’ve been invited to the party.”

Olli’s hand clenched around Locke’s spell. She glanced back at him. He chewed his lower lip, all traces of his smile gone. 

Daniel slid his phone back in his pocket. “Let’s go then.”

She tried to pull her arm free. At first, Pap held tight. Then, bit by bit, he relinquished her. 

She started after Daniel.

“Oh, Miss Speare.” Chief Reeve stepped up to her, lowering his voice. “If you speak to Dr. Gates, will you”—he cleared his throat—“tell her I dropped my damned phone in the woods last night. I’ll call her as soon as I can.”

She nodded.

The Chief gave her a small smile that reminded her of Locke. His voice dropped even lower. “Mind the flowers.”

He turned away. “Let’s have a talk, boy,” he said to Locke, climbing into the truck. 

Pap stood by, seeming to age by the second.

She wanted to tell him she’d be okay, but . . . 

“Are you coming or not?” Daniel said.

Ordinary. Girl.

“You don’t have to be huffy,” she said, catching up with him.

“Whatever. Just come on.” He led her under the arbor. She didn’t look back.

The gardens swallowed them up.

“I don’t know why she wants to see you,” Daniel grumbled as he led her through a maze of hedges and fountains. Every plant, shrub, and tree bloomed, so heavy with flowers they looked burdened, like slaves in gem-encrusted chains. “You better be polite.”

“I will,” she muttered. The dying warmth of the day and the thick floral mélange dulled her focus. 

Mind the flowers.

She tightened her grip on the spell. Her head cleared. The smooth orb of the spell seemed to shrink. 

They walked down and down, through big gardens and small. At times the flowers’ cloying perfume wound into her head, blurring the edges of things, but she shook away the creeping magic.

Finally, they exited onto a terraced lawn. From the back, the house showed its full grandeur. Boxes of white stone and glinting glass tiered down the hillside, each its own floor. Garden terraces skirted behind. Far down and beyond, the faint black fence-line pressed against the swell of the distant forest. 

Under the shade of a broad canvas umbrella in her fancy wooden wheelchair, the old woman was dressed in flowing white, her equally white hair pinned atop her head. Before her stood Brend, his eyes fixed on the ground.

The spell in Olli’s hand had shrunk by a third, more the size of a wadded gum wrapper than a marble now.

Be quick.

Daniel strode to the Dowager, bowed, and said, “My cousin, ma’am.”

Olli gave him a look that said, you’re weird. Or she hoped it did. Acting ordinary was harder than she’d expected. 

The Dowager waved him aside. “Miss Speare, welcome. How pleasantly unexpected.”

Her voice was youthful, rich, and full. It reminded Olli of the night she’d finished off a bottle of her mom’s Merlot. The sound made her head swimmy and her face warm. She held tight to Locke’s spell.

She gave the old woman a smile. “Nice to meet you. I’m sorry to interrupt. I only came to give your grandson a message.”

“A message?” The Dowager folded her hands in her lap. Her fingers played over the ring on her left hand, twisting it around her bony finger. Light caught in its facets. The band itself appeared carved from diamond. White flashes hit Olli’s eyes, hypnotic, like Blinky’s skin. Olli looked away. Locke’s spell seemed to shrink. “And I thought you were . . . what’s the word? The babysitter.”

“That’s why I’m here,” she said, pretending the woman before her was just Farren’s sweet old grandma and not a witch from another universe who was trying to spell her with magic flowers. “Farren called me.” She crossed her arms and shot Brend a piercing look. That part, at least, she didn’t have to fake. “She’s freaking out because you haven’t answered your phone. Like you said you would.”

Brend’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t look at her, or respond. 

“Oh, dear,” the Dowager murmured. “Poor child. What a worry, and when she’s so far from home. Would you care for lemonade, Miss Speare? You look quite . . . warm.”

Her heart leapt, but she shoved it down again. Stay ordinary. 

“No, thanks. I only came to tell Brend that his sister is upset and would like to speak to him and that’s it’s not very nice to ignore someone or make them worry, or wonder, where he is. Or . . . who he’s with.”

Daniel rolled his eyes again. 

Good. She hoped she sounded like a jealous would-be-girlfriend.

“Hmm.” The Dowager lifted her glass and took a small sip. Thus far, Olli had managed to avoid looking her in the eye, but when the Dowager set her glass down, her gaze caught Olli’s. “Let’s have a look at you.” 

Down the rabbit hole. 

Locke’s spell melted in her hand like an ice cube.

Brend seized Olli’s arm and spun her towards him, breaking her out of the Dowager’s trance.

“You can leave now.” He pushed her back a couple of steps. “I got the message.” 

“Watch it,” Daniel growled.

“Yes, Brend.” The Dowager sighed. “No need to be coarse with the girl. Is that how your father taught you to treat young ladies? Unfortunate that you children haven’t spent more time here with me. Clearly, your sensibilities desire refinement.”

Locke’s spell had nearly lost all shape. But if Brend wasn’t leaving, then neither was she. She glared at him, hoping he got that message.

“You should listen to your grandmother,” she said through her teeth.

“Ah, so the girl speaks sense, how refreshing. Tell me, young lady, how do you find our little town?”

Locke’s spell diminished again. Before she could answer, Brend stepped in front of her, facing the Dowager. “Give me your answer now.”

A small tremor passed through Olli’s chest. The deal was already on the table.  

“Sadly, my boy, I cannot give you what you want.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Brend—” Olli reached for his arm. He shook her off.

“Believe me, child, I would if I could. Perhaps if you visited with me more often, you might have a sense of the formidable nature of your request. When your mother came to me for help, she, too, was terribly ignorant—”

“My mother never came to you.”

“Didn’t she? Hmm.”

Olli’s heart started to hammer. She had to get Brend out of here. She had to get out of here. 

“You’re a liar and a—”

“Stop it.” Olli grabbed his arm. He yanked free, whipping around. 

“Don’t—” His teeth clicked together. “You shouldn’t even be here. I told you to leave.”

“And you shouldn’t speak to your grandmother,”—she glowered at him—“like that. I’m sure Booker told you not to . . . talk like that. It’s rude.” 

“I don’t give a—”

“You should listen to my cousin,” Daniel said, “before you get yourself into trouble, sir.”

“Is that right, Speare?”

“Enough.” The Dowager’s voice rang low and resonant. “Children. Really.” She plucked a fan from the table, snapping it open and began to slowly fan it front of her face. Her gaze returned to Olli. As the fan flickered before her eyes, white over black—flashing.

Locke’s spell dissolved to spit.

“We need to talk.” Brend grabbed her hand and pulled her away. 

“I don’t think I like the way you’re treating my cousin,” Daniel said, stepping in Brend’s path. “Sir.”

Brend stepped up to Daniel. “Maybe your cousin likes the way I treat her.”

“You’re asking for it—”

“Here.” Brend yanked her forward, releasing her. Daniel caught her before she collided into his chest. “I don’t want to deal with her anyway. You tell her to stop following me around everywhere.” He leaned in towards her. “It’s pathetic.”

She didn’t have to pretend to be an ordinary girl. Tears appeared all by themselves. 

“Such ugliness.” The Dowager tutted.  

Brend turned back to her. “Are you going to help me or not?”

The Dowager’s gaze shone sharper than a sword edge. “Perhaps I can offer you something else.”

“There’s nothing else I want from you,” he said. 

He gave Daniel a flat look, ignoring Olli altogether. 

“Why don’t you take your cousin home? Put her to bed, it’s getting late.”

He stalked away into the gardens.

Daniel’s teeth clicked together. “I’m going to teach that little—”

“Please do remember, Daniel, of whom you speak,” the Dowager said. “He may be uncouth, but he is my blood.”

“Yes, ma’am, forgive me,” he said, his voice strained.

“It’s been a long day. I’m very tired,” she said, sounding like an old woman for once. “Show your cousin the short way out.”

Daniel murmured in assent and dragged Olli away. She couldn’t remember ever being pushed around so much. Deep down and far away, Mirror Girl muttered in irritation.

“And young lady,” the Dowager called. Daniel and Olli halted. “Better to forget about my grandson. You seem to bring out the worst in him. This world is full of young men, I’m certain you’ll find one more suitable for you. Give my regards to your mother when you see her again. You do look remarkably like her.”

Olli was glad she couldn’t see through the tears burning her eyes, or she might have given the Dowager a look full of green fire.

But at least she had convinced the Dowager she was just an ordinary broken-hearted teenaged girl. 

And she was.

Daniel took her back through the garden, but this time, no maze, no magic-laced scent bombs, just a short straight path to the arbor. 

“That one’ll be spitting blood the next chance I get, just you watch,” Daniel grumbled, when they’d reached the arbor.

She wiped her tears with the back of her hand. “Don’t bother. It’s not worth it.”

“I told you not to get involved with him.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

His hand rested on her shoulder. “The Lady’s right, forget about him.” 

She blinked, trying to dry up the tears. 

His boots shuffled on the gravel path. “You okay? I gotta go.”

“I’m fine. Go.”

After a second, he headed back. 

“Daniel,” she said.

He stopped.

“Thanks.”

He gave her a curt nod and left.

She stepped out of the arbor. Brend captured her hand and dragged her towards his car, practically pulling her arm out of its socket. He yanked the passenger-side door open and seemed about to push her in. She re-gathered her wits, no magic-spit necessary, and tore free from him.

“What are you doing?”

He crowded in so close she could taste the mint on his breath. “Get in the car.”

“You’re out of your—”

“Not here.”

“Everything all right?” Pap asked, looming up behind Brend.

Brend’s eyes closed for a second, his nostrils flared. “Fine.”

“Is that so, Lil’ Engine?”

Olli didn’t know if it was so or not. Her shoulder ached, her head ached, her heart ached, all thanks to Brend. When he looked at her, she didn’t know who she was looking at—the guy who’d called her pathetic a few minutes ago, or the guy who’d sliced open his hand to protect her. She glanced down. The wound on his palm had healed to a gnarly red scab.

She touched his shoulder lightly. He stepped aside.

“Everything’s fine,” she said. “Brend’s giving me a ride.”

Pap crossed his arms over his chest and touched the ring on his necklace. She could see the worry etched in his dark eyes, like tiny fissures. “It’s getting late.”

“I know,” she said. 

He nodded. “Best be on your way.”

“Be safe,” she said to him.

The corners of Pap’s eyes crinkled. He looked so tired. “You too.”

She slipped into the car. Brend shut the door behind her.

For the few minutes they drove, the tension built to the point of suffocation. 

Then Brend pulled into the garage at his house, got out of the car, and slammed the door.

She shoved open her own door and followed him into the driveway. The shadows lengthened around them. Without a breeze, the hot air pressed around her like sweaty passengers on an overcrowded bus. 

“Aren’t you going to take me home?” she shouted at him as he stalked towards the front door. “Isn’t that where I belong?”

He swore and spun around. “Do you have any idea what you just did? Do you know what could’ve happened?”

“Did you bring me here so we could fight?”

“I brought you here so you could explain to me what the hell you were thinking!”

“Me? What about you? You went to her to make a deal? You really are out of your mind. Even I know that’s a bad idea.” She thrust her finger at him. “And if you didn’t want me to go there, then you shouldn’t have gone there yourself. Because I’m so pathetic that I’m forced to follow you around wherever you go, remember?”

He lifted his hand, fist clenching. “I had to say that.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. If she’d had any idea that I felt . . . That’s it, I am taking you home.” He stormed past her, back towards the car. “You don’t belong here.”

“I don’t belong here?” She called after him. No crying. No. More. Crying. “What about you? What about everyone else in this backwater?”

He reached for the car door.

“You don’t belong here either! Aren’t you just waiting to get back to Fifthold or whatever leaf world it is you come from? Well, they don’t want you back! At least I have someplace else to go! You’re stuck in this too-hot no-hole having universe! And the next time a monster comes for your sorry butt, it can have you!” She swiveled towards the gathering darkness beyond the magnolia tree. “Hear that, Blinky? He’s all yours!” She charged back to the car. “Take me home.” She dropped into the passenger seat, shaking so much her teeth chattered. She slammed the door shut.

After a few seconds, her door opened. Brend squatted down next to her.

“Olli—”

She turned her face away. She wasn’t crying.

“What did you just say?”

She fumed, still not looking at him. “You want me to repeat all of it, or just the part where I told you to take me home?”

“The part about . . . you said a word, the name of a place.”

“The name of a place,”—she swiped roughly at her tears so she could look at him—“you mean Fifthold? That place in another universe we all got kicked out of because your great-great-grandparents broke some gate? That place?”

He pressed his hands together at his lips and then stood up, leaving the door open.

After a minute or so, she got out. She found him leaning against the trunk, arms folded, staring out at the yard as the light burned gold through the trees and the sky above darkened in heavy purple hues. 

Realization crystalized in her mind. “That’s it, isn’t it? Fifthold.” Her breath hitched, feeling freed by the revelation. “That’s the word that breaks the promise.”

Finally. 

She wanted to be happy, but Brend looked more miserable than ever.

“I had to go to her, Olli. I had to do something. I had—” His voice broke. “I had to try.” Tears glimmered in his eyes. “Somebody had to try.”

Crap. Boy tears. Girl kryptonite. 

“Try what?”

“Try to get her back,” he said. “My mom. She never should’ve left. I don’t know what she was thinking—” His voice tightened again. “Booker says she had a reason. But what reason could she have? For leaving us? For leaving Farren? She can’t come back. Once you go through,”—he lost steam, his voice falling to a whisper—“you don’t come back. Isn’t it bad enough that my Dad—”

He turned his face away.

She touched his arm with her fingertips. Prickly tingles ran over her skin, everywhere. Double crap. If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up a mushy girl puddle on the driveway. 

Just because he showed some feeling now didn’t mean he hadn’t been a royal-sized jerk before. For some reason though, her hand stayed on his arm. 

He thumbed away his tears. “You should hate me. Any other girl would.” 

“How do you do that?” she asked.

“What?”

“Can you read my mind or what? Tell me the truth.”

He let out a breathy laugh, eyes turning up to the darkening sky. “You don’t know what I would give to be able to read your mind.” His gaze dropped to her again. “Does that mean you do hate me?”

“Is that what you were trying to do? Make me hate you?”

“Did it work?”

Instead of answering, she asked, “Why?”

“That day, with Chelle and the promise, I realized . . .” He looked down at her hand on his arm, the tremble returned to his eyes. “There’s so much you don’t know, Olli. Things you need to know. Let’s start there, okay?”

“I think you were holding back,” she said. “You could’ve been meaner.”

“No, Olli, I really couldn’t have.” His hand slid over hers, grasping it. 

Triple crap.





Chapter 25

As they entered the kitchen, her phone rang. 

She set her bag on the counter and dug the phone out. Brend hovered in the front of the refrigerator, staring through the glass doors, like he could make food appear by imagining it. 

She looked at the screen. “Oh.”

“Who is it?” he asked.

She put the phone to her ear. “Hi, Mam.”

“Where are you? You missed dinner. It’s past dark.”

“Um, I’m at the Gateses’.”

“What? I thought the lady doctor was going to drop you here—”

“She did. But . . . I came back?”

Brend snorted, grinning. She slapped his arm.

“What, for the all world, are you doing back there?”

“I didn’t mean to come here. I just sort of . . . ended up here.”

Silence. Under normal circumstances, a girl’s grandma could simply tell her to come home and that would be the end of it. Normal girls were being dropped off at home all over the country—all over the world. But these weren’t normal circumstances, she wasn’t a normal girl, and this wasn’t even their world. 

She knew what Mam was thinking. Blinky could be prowling. If she told Olli to come home, she put Olli at risk. If only she’d known that Olli was a Shield.

“Well,” Mam sighed. “I suppose you’ll have to impose yourself then. Give over the phone to Dr. Gates.”

Somehow Mam had missed the bit of information about Hope going with Farren to Florida. Olli decided that amongst all the lies between her and her family, one more wasn’t going to make matters any worse.

“She’s in the shower. She’s had a long day. You know she works too much.”

“You make yourself useful to her,” Mam said. “And give her our apologies.”

Olli frowned. Why would she need to apologize? If anything, the Gateses should have been glad to have her at the house. This was where she should have been the whole time.

But she couldn’t say any of that.

“I will.”

“Mind yourself,” Mam said. “Remember . . . you’re a Speare.”

Shield, actually. “I will.”

“Goodnight then, I guess.”

“Goodnight, Mam.”

She hung up. At that moment, Roper ambled into the living room, and once again, he wasn’t alone. This time he had a pretty cat-eyed girl in tow, Amber.

He stopped at the bottom of the steps. Amber hung close behind him, smiling shyly. Their faces glowed, their eyes bright. They both wore bathing suits. Olli couldn’t help but notice how well Amber filled out her red bikini.

Brend scowled. “What’s she doing here?”

“Manners,” Roper chided. “She’s keeping me company. I could ask you the same thing about Speare over there, but that would be rude.”

“It’s different,” Brend said.

“Is it?” Roper grinned. “Too bad for you.” He tugged Amber along after him. “We’re just going for a swim. We won’t disturb your important business, Your Highness.” He gave his brother an exaggerated bow and then shot Olli a smile. “Speare.”

He and Amber hurried outside, snickering.

Brend glowered after them. “I’m going to kill him.”

Olli tucked her phone into her backpack again. Outside, Amber shrieked as Roper grabbed her and propelled them both into the pool.

“As long as they stay inside the fence they’re safe, right?”

Brend was too busy staring at the counter to answer her.

“Right?”

“Right,” he muttered.

“And that’s because . . .”

“Let’s talk downstairs,” he said, rounding the counter, shooting one last glare towards his brother and Amber, who were now bobbing in the center of the pool, lip-locked. 

She picked up her backpack and followed him down the stairs. 

“Why is it safe inside the fence?”

“Blood magic.” He paused on the landing that led to Farren’s room, waiting for her. “It’s the strongest kind of magic.”

She came up beside him. “Is that why you used blood to seal Chelle’s promise?”

“Who told you about Fifthold?” His face darkened. “Not Chelle.”

“No,” she said, continuing down and leaving him to follow, fully aware that he’d once more avoided answering the question. “Not Chelle. Actually, your brother—”

Brend caught up, falling into step beside her. “Roper? But the promise—”

“Booker told me who to talk to. I think he was feeling guilty . . .”—about not telling you that your father is dying. A feeling she was starting to share—“about making the promise in the first place.”

“Who did he tell you to talk to?”

“Ballard.”

He stopped again. “You talked to Ballard?”

“Yeah.”

He looked like he was searching for a reason to be annoyed. “You really don’t feel fear, do you?”

“Ballard was weird, but he wasn’t scary.”

Brend gave her the oh-really look.

“Okay, maybe he was a little freaky,” she admitted.

“That’s because he’s not human.”

“Say what?”

He shrugged and started down again. “Welcome to Wonderland, Alice.”

“If he’s not human, what is he?”

“They used to be called borderlings, back in the old world. That’s what we called them anyway. There were all different kinds. Like your friend, Chelle.”

She grabbed his shoulder, halting him again. “Chelle’s not human?”

He folded his arms. “In this world, she’d be equivalent to what the Greeks called nymphs. The cold-blooded kind.”

Just when she thought she couldn’t hear anything else that would surprise her. 

“And Ballard, what’s his equivalent?”

He seemed to think. “I haven’t come across anything quite like him. But you’re the one who reads fantasy novels, not me.”

She stuck out her tongue. He smiled and continued down the stairs.

Before she could follow him the squat metal vase in the hall that seemed to lead nowhere caught her eye. “What’s up with the vase?” she asked.

He glanced back up at her. “It opens a secret passage.”

For some reason, this didn’t surprise her. 

“To where?”

“The lower levels,” he said and then tossed a grin up at her. “The armory.”

“There’s an armory?”

“How’d I know you’d like that?” he said, moving on.

She hurried after him. “Because I’m descended from a race of mighty warriors?”

They reached the bottom. Once again, the darkness pressing against the windows drew her attention. 

“Come on, I have something for you, oh mighty warrior.” He led her through the game room and into the dark hall on the opposite side. Recessed lights came on as they moved. He pushed open a wide door at the end of the hall and pushed on the lights.

She stopped at the threshold. “Is this your room?”

He went down a few steps, smirking over his shoulder at her. “Afraid now?”

“Should I be?”

He knelt down beside his bed. She entered the room slowly. Shaped like a baseball diamond with the door at home and the massive bed spanning from second base to the pitcher’s mound, the dark wood floors gleamed underfoot. Overhead, the ceiling domed, dotted with dimmed recessed lights. Jackets hung on a rack by the door. The desk was tidy, the bed made. And it smelled like him. So much so that she had to hang at the top of the steps and let her pulse slow before she moved any closer.

Brend stood and dropped a shield onto the bed. It landed with a soft whomp.

This drew her to the bed. She left her backpack on the floor and gazed down at the shield. 

The bronze was aged almost black. Around the outer edge the carved symbols were similar to the ones on her grandfather’s shield, their style at once simpler, yet more elegant. 

“I found it in the armory.” He dropped down on the edge of the bed and rubbed his face, like he was just waking up.

She dropped a knee onto the bed so she could look closer. In the center, raised from the surface, wings.

“What does this symbol mean?”

“It’s the symbol of the Guardian and of Fifthold.” He twisted around, stretching, and grabbed a book off the nightstand. He held up the slim green volume. “Look familiar?”

“You can read that?”

He cracked open the book. More dots. More arrows. She didn’t have to look. She’d already flipped through the pages after Booker had given it to her.

“Yup.”

“What’s it about?”

“You.”

“Huh?”

“It’s about Shields. Not this kind,”—he tapped the metal—“but the Olli kind.”

She took the book from him, turning the delicate, aged pages. “What does it say?”

“For one thing it says you can use this,”—he gestured again to the shield on the bed—“to amplify your power, which must be what you did last weekend.”

She returned the book to him. Her palms itched to pick up the shield, but her shoulder ached from Brend dragging her to his car. 

“It’s too bad you can’t read it yourself. It’s pretty much a training manual. Did you know you can control the shape of your power? You can make it into anything, like a wall or a weapon. And it would actually manifest. It says in here you could stop a whole army, invisible force-field style.”

“Cool.”

“Yeah.”

“What else does it say?”

“A lot. Like that, Shields are rarer than Speares, and it’s even rarer that you have the kind of power you used against our little friend. Seems you’re packing some pretty serious magic.”

“Is that what it is? Magic?”

“Of a sort. There’s magic you’re born with and magic you acquire. Guess which is stronger.”

“I don’t want to play any more guessing games, cat.” She touched her growling stomach. “Do you have anything to eat around here?”

“Check the desk. Right side.”

A cabinet under the desk housed a mini-fridge, a small microwave, and a stockpile of snacks. She opened a bag of pretzels, put a frozen cheese pocket in the microwave, and chugged a bottle of orange juice while she waited. She finished the juice, opened a bottle of water, drank half of that, shoved more pretzels into her mouth, took the steaming pocket out of the microwave, and turned around.

Brend watched her with vague amusement.

She sank into the desk chair and ate. “I didn’t eat lunch, okay? Or dinner.” 

He stood and paced. “Maybe we should start at the beginning.”

She cringed as hot grease burned the roof of her mouth.  She plopped the cheese pocket back on its paper plate and sat back as it cooled.

“No. Let’s start at the end. Tell me why you had to act like a prick this afternoon.”

He crossed his arms. “Why don’t we start with Ballard instead? What exactly did he tell you?”

She took another swig of water, hoping to dowse her annoyance. 

“Fine,” she said after she’d swallowed. Nope, still annoyed. “He said that we’re all from another universe. That we were exiled to this world after your great-great-grandparents killed the Guardian and busted open the Iron Gate. He said that the Iron Gate leads to a bunch of other universes. He said your father went back to do his duty to the Iron Gate.” Her stomach shrank and hardened into a stone. “And he said that if I wanted to kill Blinky I had to find its pulse. He also called it a Preserver. Do you know what that means?”

Brend shook his head. “I’ve never heard it called that before.”

“That’s what Locke said.”

His eyes narrowed. “Locke?”

She gulped more water. “Yeah, he gave me a ride this afternoon.”

“Oh, did he?”

“Yeah, he did, because my Shield sirens went off when I was all the way across town, and I needed to get to you before you did something stupid.”

“I knew what I was doing. I wasn’t in any danger.”

“That’s not what my Shield senses told me.”

“It was more dangerous for you to be there than for me,” he said. “You’re lucky she didn’t see you for what you are.”

“It wasn’t so much luck as Locke’s protection spell.”

He stared at her like she’d slapped him across the face. “Locke Reeve used magic?”

“Yeah, it was gross too. But remind me to thank him the next time I see him.” She hugged her knee to her chest. “Does magic always have to involve bodily fluids?”

“What exactly did he do?”

She was beginning to understand Ballard’s dislike of having too many questions lobbed at once. “I believe I already answered one of your questions. It is now your turn to answer one of mine. We’re going to start with why you felt the need to act like a total . . . why you acted the way you did at the Dowager’s.”

His chest rose and fell, slowly. “For the same reason you acted like an obnoxious airhead.”

She bit back her retort and waited for him to elaborate.

“If the Dowager thought I cared about you, even a little, she would’ve found a way to use it against me. That’s what she does.”

“I don’t get it. Why is she so mean? Why would she hurt you? You’re her family.”

Brend sprawled back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. “She doesn’t care about anyone but herself, Olli. All she wants is power. Booker thinks she wants to get back to Fifthold to finish what she started with the Iron Gate. Personally, I don’t care what she wants. She’s an evil old witch and they should’ve killed her when they had a chance.”

“Why didn’t they? Ballard said that the Iron Gate leads to other universes. Why were they locked up in the first place?”

He rolled over on his side. “The short version? A very very long time ago, the gates were open—”

“Gates. Plural. I think Ballard mentioned that. There’s more than one.”

“There are nine.”

“And ours is the fifth.”

“Bingo.” He sat up. “A long time ago, they were open. They were used by higher order beings to travel between universes. Our planet, the old world, the name roughly translates to mean, Place of Crossing. That’s what our planet was, a crossroads. But the higher order beings, some of them weren’t very nice—”

“Higher order beings? What’s that? Like Ballard and Chelle?”

“No. Not anything like them. Think more like gods, Olli. Beings with power that . . . would probably scare even a Shield.”

She grinned. “Don’t bet on it.”

He smiled a little and then resumed. “Anyway, if you thought I was a huge jerk, you should read about these guys sometime. They annihilated whole universes, just for kicks. In our world, the old world, some of them set up shop and turned all us lower creatures into their pets and slaves. After a while, us lowly mortals got sick of it and fought back. We probably would’ve been crushed but some of the other higher-ups were sick of their friends’ shenanigans too. They helped us defeat the jerks. After that, they decided, for everyone’s sake, to lock up the gates so it couldn’t happen again. They installed the Guardians, immortal beings, to watch over the gates. All we had to do was keep our end of the bargain. Keep an eye on the Guardians. Keep the gates locked.” 

He pointed to the cheesy pocket. “Are you going to eat that?”

She shook her head and held the plate out to him. “So why would your great-great-grandparents kill the Guardian and open the gate? Wait, how could they even kill the Guardian? Didn’t you just say the guardians were immortal?”

He took the plate. “Apparently they live forever until some backstabbing keeper decides to use the equivalent of a magic nuclear bomb to take them out.”

“But why would they do that? Did they want everybody dead?”

He flopped back onto the bed. “They didn’t care. They wanted power. They probably thought if they went through they’d become gods themselves. Instead, they let out a whole host of Whisperers. Back in the old world, the Whisperers don’t need time to gain shape. They come out fighting.” He picked up the cheesy pocket. “Ask me how many Speares and Shields there were before the Iron Gate opened.”

She didn’t think she wanted to ask that question. She waited until he’d eaten a few bites. “But if they killed the Guardian, then how’d they get the Iron Gate closed again?”

Brend gave her one of his bitter smiles. “You’re not the only one with superpowers, Shield. Our blood carries some too and, like yours, they’re very specific.”

“Gate-closing powers.”

He made a clicking noise with his tongue and pointed at her while he chewed.

“But if you can close the Iron Gate, then why have a Guardian in the first place?”

“Because keeping the gate closed is a lot harder than just turning a lock,” he said, tone growing darker with each breath. “It’s more like keeping your finger in a dam to prevent a flood. The Guardians were higher order beings. They could handle the pressure. But we’re not. We’re human. We’re weak. It’s one thing to hold the key in the lock. It’s another to be the lock. And there’s always something on the other side, trying to break you. It’s been almost eighty years, ask me how many of my family members have become Keeper since then.”

Yet another question she didn’t want to ask. 

“So is that where Blinky came from? The Iron Gate? How’d he get here?”

He swallowed another bite. “He came through the door into this world when my parents went back to the old one. He probably didn’t come from the Iron Gate. Though I’m told that, without the Guardian, Whisperers still slip through every once in a while.” He lifted the pocket to his mouth and then put it back on its plate and set it aside. “Booker says that the Whisperers are Guardians too, on the other side. He thinks they surround our old universe, like alligators in a moat. The path that was created to this world for our exile is like a rickety old bridge across that moat, with two doors at either end. When those doors open, sometimes the alligators sneak through.”

Or in Blinky’s case, not an alligator, a giant headless bulldog, but she got the idea. 

“So, Blinky came through when your parents left”—she twisted and untwisted the cap of her water bottle, knowing that she needed to tell him, but not knowing how—“and my dad’s death, that happened when your grandfather went back?”

“No, that happened when my dad’s older sister went back.” He clasped his hands together and bowed his head.

She gazed at him, her throat tightening. “Your dad had another sister?” 

“Faith. I remember her, a little. I was five when she left. Before her, it was my dad’s older brother.” His voice took on an abrasive edge. He peered up at her. “The answer is eight, Shield. In almost eighty years, there have been eight Keepers of the Iron Gate. I did the math. They make it about eleven years on average. My grandfather lasted almost sixteen. My uncle only managed two.” He looked away, scowling at the wall. “I was three when he left, but I don’t remember him. I never knew my grandfather.”

He stood up and walked over to one of the maps framed above his nightstand. “If you were offered a job that you knew would kill you in eleven years, would you take it?”   

She stared down at the floor wondering if now was the time to tell him that his father didn’t have eleven years—not even close. And that’s when she remembered what Booker had said about leaving soon.

“Booker’s next,” she breathed.

“Not if he can help it,” Brend said, back still to her.

“What do you mean?”

He turned. “What do you think he does all day? He’s looking for a way out. All he wants is to close the door for good.”

“You mean the Iron Gate—”

“I mean the door. He wants to shut the door between this world and the old one and let the Iron Gate fall—leave the old world to its fate. He’s a coward.”

She crushed the water bottle. “You don’t know that.”

“I do know that. Ask him. He’ll tell you. He’s not ashamed. He says as long as there’s a door, the Dowager will find a way to use it. He thinks she’s trying to get back. He says that would be worse. But how could it be worse? If the Iron Gate opens, Fifthold is as good as gone. The entire world could be destroyed. What could be worse than that?”

“This world could be destroyed too,” she said without thinking.

She knew Booker wasn’t a coward. She knew he planned on replacing his father as Keeper soon. If he wanted the door between the two worlds closed, she could think of only one reason why. To protect the people he was leaving behind.

And then it hit her. . . .

She shot up.

“You’re next.”

Brend looked away from her.

Her stomach lurched into her throat. Brend’s father was sick. Then Booker would become Keeper. If keeping the Iron Gate closed was as hard as Brend said, how long would Booker last? Eleven years? She’d only been alive for sixteen and the first five she hardly remembered. Eleven years was nothing.

“We can always hope that Booker finds himself a nice girl to impregnate, and they spew out a litter of sacrificial lambs,” he muttered.

Her knees gave out. She dropped back into the chair, clutching the arms for support.

She had to tell him about his father. She had to tell him now. But her thoughts kept slipping out of gear. 

A dizzy voice in her head repeated, not him, not him, not him.

But it was him.

Booker was leaving soon.

And after that, like it or not, Brend was next.





Chapter 26

She didn’t like it and she wasn’t about to accept it.

Booker had told her there was an answer. Now, she needed to believe him. She would find it. If that meant closing the door between the two worlds and leaving the old one to its fate, so be it. Everyone she cared about lived in this world. She didn’t want to lose them—any of them.

Even as she made this determination, a whisper from deep down and not so far away grew louder within her.

That annoying, persistent voice she’d thought she’d made a truce with started to speak. But apparently she and Mirror Girl hadn’t fully merged, because her inner doppelganger had something to say about this matter of closing the door, and it wasn’t something Olli wanted to hear.

You can’t.

You can’t close the door.

And you can’t stop Brend from returning to the Iron Gate. When it’s his turn, you must make certain he goes. It’s your duty. That’s why you protect him. So he and his line can protect us. The Iron Gate must not fall.

This is what you must do. This is who you are.

“You’ve figured it out, haven’t you?” he said, watching her. 

Looking up at him, she could tell he was someone who saw what was and not what he wanted, or what anyone told him, to see. 

“You know what it means to be a Shield,” he said. 

His bitter smile returned. It made her chest burn, like she’d swallowed poison. 

“And you thought you were protecting me to save my life,” he went on. “Turns out you’re only protecting me now, so I can die in the duly appointed fashion later.”

All his cold fire seemed to die out. He returned to the bed and lay down, arm over his eyes. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I don’t hold it against you. I’m certain you’ll still be the star of my next good dream.”

She whipped the empty water bottle at him. It bounced off of his elbow and flew over the bed. “Damn it, Brend. How can you—?”

The world tilt-a-whirled on her. She stumbled out of the chair, catching the edge of the bed. 

Her balance returned in an instant. Brend propped up on his elbows, staring at her.

“Shield?”

She ignored him. Who was in danger? Roper? 

No, she could hear him and Amber, a few levels up. Even through all the masonry and floors and doors between them, Amber’s squeaky giggle sounded as clear as if she was in the next room. 

Turning, she honed in on a sound farther away, outside. A screeching groan, like metal bending. It was getting louder. And behind that . . . a whisper-whisper.

She grabbed the shield off the bed and slid her arm through the grip. Dry leather scraped and burned against her skin. 

“What is it?” Brend asked, sitting up.

She pushed him back down. “Stay here.”

She knew he wouldn’t listen, but she didn’t have time to argue.

Racing out of his room, she jumped stairs, bounding from landing to landing. Her pulse thrummed. 

She charged faster than she’d known possible, especially with a ten pound shield on her arm. But if her shoulder had been sore, she didn’t feel it now. She focused only on the bizarre noises outside. Beneath the metal groaning and Blinky’s thousand whispers, a softer sound—a voice murmuring. A real human voice. The more she honed in on the sound, the more familiar the tones became. Booker.

Her foot touched the top landing. 

An explosion rocked the house. She reeled at the edge of the top step. A deafening metallic boom rattled the windows. She stumbled forward (better than down the stairs), clutching her throbbing ears. Tears seared her eyes.

Back on her feet, she bolted to the wall of windows and stopped cold.

Behind the guest house, the fence was gone. Straddling the shattered iron remains, Blinky, frozen in open blink, its true form exposed. A hulking four-legged . . . creature. Its skin pulsed with eerie white light. Though headless, Booker seemed to be facing it, like he and Blinky were locked in a staring contest.

He just stood there. 

She reached for the door handle and then hesitated. Her mind scrambled to assess the situation. She didn’t know enough about Blinky to tell if it was attacking Booker or not. For some reason, she suspected not. Maybe because Mirror Girl was wavering. In the past, her Shield self had never hesitated to run right into a potentially deadly situation. 

In those minutes of deliberation, Brend caught up with her.

He reached for the door, but she put a hand against his chest.

“No.” Unsure as she was about whatever was happening outside, she knew what needed to happen inside. “Find Roper and Amber and get them out of here.”

He stared past her. Blinky’s ghost glow throbbed in his eyes.

She thumped the heel of her hand hard against his chest. He blinked and refocused on her.

“Did you hear me?”

His face hardened.

“Find Roper and leave. Now.”

“I’m not—”

“I’m not asking.” She knew she had to go out there and stop whatever was happening—somehow. She didn’t need to worry about him too. 

She tried to calm herself, but her blood blazed like liquid fire. It was all she could do to keep from knocking him out and throwing him into a closet. But that wouldn’t have solved her problem. 

The fence was down. The house wasn’t safe. She had to remove the remaining heirs . . . Brend and Roper. She didn’t know what would happen when she went out there, but if she didn’t survive . . .

She swallowed back the barrage of curses and orders that Mirror Girl wanted to shout at Brend.

The tips of her fingers touched his chest. His heart seemed to be battering against his skin like a trapped bull. 

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Please go.” She opened them again. “Please.”

But he still had that stubborn lock on his jaw. “You’re not going out there alone.”

“Then at least find Roper and Amber. Tell him to leave.”

His hand closed around hers. “Don’t go out there.”

The look on his face almost stopped her—almost. 

“You know I have to.”

She kissed him then. Quick and full. Heart all in.

Before he could kiss her back, she pulled away and hefted her shield. 

“Find Roper,” she said.

She didn’t wait to see if he would listen. She’d waited too long already. 

She opened the door.

Pressure wrapped around her like the invisible hand of a giant, squeezing. Waves lapped in the pool and splashed over the edge, leaving the concrete slick. A smell unlike anything she’d experienced seared her nostrils and brought bile to her throat. Not because it stank; it didn’t really. It was just so . . . wrong, like the air on Mars must smell. Not meant for humans to breathe.

Sliding through puddles, she skirted the edge of the pool. Neither Booker nor Blinky seemed to notice her approach. Against the pressure in the air, she struggled to feel her own power. She could only hope her Shield-burst would be there when she needed it. And that it would be enough.

At the far edge, she had a better vantage of Booker. Blinky’s glow washed the color from his face. His eyes were open, but the whites were now black. His lips moved. He might’ve been speaking, or maybe they were just trembling. Hers were.

Sinking her weight into her knees, she lifted her shield. Peering over the rim, she found it easier to see against Blinky’s pulsing light. Something about his glow distorted the surroundings, blurring the edges, making them flicker. Behind the shield, she could also feel the swell in her chest again. Building. And building.

She edged closer, as close as she could.

If Blinky moved, or spotted her, she would throw all her power at it. If it didn’t, then she’d try to get Booker’s attention. If she couldn’t, then she’d just push him down and send everything she had towards Blinky.

She reached the closest corner of the pool. Booker and Blinky stood another twenty feet away. Remnants of the fence lay strewn at her feet, iron bars warped and shattered. She picked her way over them, not wanting to make a noise.

She turned her shield towards the beast as she edged closer to Booker. A few feet more and she could grab him.

Then a shout echoed around them. The pressure in the air wavered. Her own power fluxed, almost expending itself. She strained to hold it back.

At first she thought it was Brend, but then she heard another shout and another, coming from behind Blinky. From the woods. The hunting party.

The pressure trembled. Booker began to sway. Blinky’s skin flashed—white, then black, then white.

A sharp hiss cut through the air. A spear arced up from behind Blinky, spinning. It pierced Blinky’s back.

The trance broke. A thousand screams cried out. She rushed at Booker to push him down, but he had already fallen to the ground. She crouched over him, holding her shield between him and Blinky. 

Blinky whipped around. The spear clattered to the concrete and rolled into the pool. His skin strobed the night. 

Her hand found Booker’s throat, while her gaze stayed on Blinky. Her fingers pressed into the soft flesh under his chin. For a terrifying second, nothing. And then, a faint thump, followed by another. He was alive.

Almost too late she saw the rain of arrows. She threw her shield up. Arrows thunked and pinged against the bronze.

Her ears still rang from the explosion. Blinky’s cacophony of screams and roars sliced through her head like knives until she was sure her ears must be bleeding. Yet she could still hear every small sound. The hiss of the arrows, the curses of the hunting party. And the scream. 

The human one. A cry of pain.

She peeked over her shield. In Blinky’s strobe light, the human figures appeared to jerk and stagger as they circled around Blinky. She counted four, no, six. 

Then Blinky whipped its back leg out, more like a tentacle than a leg, and struck someone, sending him flying through the air. She flinched as she heard the body crack against the concrete next to her.

Don’t look. Don’t look.

She looked. Eyes open, blood running out of his mouth. White streaks in his hair. Chief Reeve. Her Shield almost exploded right then. He slipped over the edge and splashed into the pool, out-of-sight. 

She turned back to the fight. Booker was her priority. She grabbed his shoulder and shook him. He remained limp and unresponsive. She cursed, seized his arm and tried to pull, but he was dead weight.

“Around!” a familiar voice shouted. Daniel. He straddled the wreckage where the fence once had been. Blinky crouched as if about to pounce. Daniel lifted a crossbow. Two others knelt behind him with their own bows. Locke and Fisher.

Then she spotted movement to her right. Two figures crept around Blinky, poolside.

More arrows twanged. More screams of thousands.

She squinted at the creeping figures. She didn’t recognize the bigger one. Then her heart stopped. The smaller one was Nate.

One of Blinky’s forelegs shot out at Daniel. He, Locke, and Fisher broke. As Daniel lunged away, he shouted,

“Fire!”

Nate and his companion rose, aiming their crossbows. Blinky wasn’t fooled. He spun. Nate stumbled backwards. His companion smacked into the diving board and crumpled to the deck. Nate splashed into the blood-clouded pool.

Then Brend opened the patio door.

Blinky had turned back to the fence. Another human scream rose and was cut short.

Enough.

She stepped away from Booker, tightening her grip on her shield and planted her feet. 

“Psst.”

Blinky’s skin froze in open-blink.

Her knee dropped. Her shield smashed against the ground. All the power in her chest surged out, exploding.

And then—

Darkness.





Chapter 27

Open your eyes, Shield. Open them now!

Olli groaned at her inner voice. She was tired. No. Not tired. Exhausted, spent, bone-weary.

“Lil’ Engine.” Pap’s voice sounded like it came from underwater.

Her grandpa . . . Daniel . . . Nate . . .

Her eyes flew open. “Where’s Nate?” Her voice rasped. Her throat felt scorched.

“He’s fine enough.” Pap’s face hovered to her left, ashen and worn. His hand rested on her arm gently, but the weight still felt like a cinder block. Every layer of her body groaned.

The room came into focus—gray, dim, unfamiliar.

“Where’s Brend? Booker?”

Pap touched her shoulder. “All alive. No small thanks to you, ya.” He smiled, but his eyes remained somber.

Her pulse slowed. Nate was alive. And Booker. And Brend.

“Not all alive,” she said, stiffening. “I saw—”

Pap nodded. “The chief.” He eased back into his chair and rubbed his forehead.

She started to push herself up, sucking sharp breaths. Every movement redoubled her aches.

He pressed a hand to her arm. “Rest back. After what you’ve done, you need it.”

“I need to see Brend.” She squinted around. Tubes in her arm. A cuff around her bicep. A machine bleeped out green lines. Pale morning light soaked through the blinds behind Pap.

She pulled the cuff off.

“You oughtn’t—”

“No, she ought not,” Mam said from the doorway. She had a tray of food in her hands. “Leave off that, young lady. Do as I say.” She bustled in, sliding the tray onto the side table, swinging it over in front of Olli:  eggs, toast, hash browns. She slapped at Olli’s hand, took the cuff, and fastened it again around her arm.

Nate came in, a cup of coffee in each hand. Daniel hung behind him. He stayed in the doorway.

“You’re okay,” she said to Nate. Her pulse slowed a little more.

He set the coffee down and gave her an awkward hug. “You too.”

“I guess.” She smiled weakly. “I feel like I was hit by a truck.”

“More like you were the truck.” A grin spread over his face. “It was wicked sick. I surfaced just in time. I saw you drop that shield and—BAM! You shredded that mother—”

“Enough of that.” Mam nudged him back from the bed. “Time for tales later.” She picked up a small suitcase from the floor and held it up for Olli to see. “I brought you some things from home.” Then she moved the tray over in front of Olli. “Now eat up.”

Olli found the control for the bed and pushed the button so she could sit upright. She plowed through the eggs, barely chewing. Her throat ached, but her stomach felt like a bottomless pit. Nate sat on the edge of her bed, picking at her hash browns. Mam slapped his hand away, but he kept at it. As Olli picked up the toast, she caught Daniel’s gaze. He watched her, flint-eyed.

“I knew,” he said. “When Peter died, I knew.” His voice rose. He glared at Pap. “You said she wasn’t. You said the seer told you at the birth—”

“Quiet,” Pap said in a low voice.

Daniel’s mouth closed, but looked like it could open again at any second.

“What was known and wasn’t, isn’t any of your concern,” Pap said.

“It was a mistake,” Mam said, opening up the orange juice for Olli and putting it into her hand. “That’s all,” Mam continued. “It’s happened before. Shields aren’t like Speares. How was anyone to know when there hasn’t been one for generations? The Lady will understand. An honest mistake. Isn’t that what, Old Baer?”

Olli chugged the juice.

Pap stared hard at the floor, running the ring back and forth on its chain.

Mam frowned. “Say true you didn’t know, Baer.” Her brow furrow deepened. “No one knew a thing about it, not even Archie. Isn’t that so?”

Pap didn’t answer.

Mam’s nose crinkled like he’d spit on her cornbread. 

Daniel slammed his fist against the door jamb and then spun, storming away.

“What’s wrong?” Nate asked. “Isn’t it a good thing that Olli’s a Shield?”

“Yes, Nathan.” Mam plucked her purse from the chair in the corner. “We ought to head home for the time being.” She hooked him under the arm and propelled him up. He snagged a quarter of Olli’s toast. 

“But—”

“Baer?” Mam said to Pap, like a threat.

One dark eye rose to his wife. In all the time Olli had been living with her grandparents, it had been clear to her that Mam ran the show. But at the moment, the hard gleam in Pap’s eye appeared implacable.

Mam’s mouth pursed, no doubt holding back a whole host of not-very-pleasant words. But then she lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders.

“Now then.” She patted Olli’s leg. “Clean up that tray.” Then she gave Pap one more piercing look. “I hope you know what you’re thinking.” She waved Nate ahead of her. “Off we go. We’ll come back once you’ve slept.”

“Later, sis,” Nate said, still grinning as Mam herded him out the door. “Wicked sick.”

Once they were gone, Olli shoved the last of the toast in her mouth and ripped off the cuff again. Pap didn’t stop her. She inspected the IV.

“How do I take this thing out?”

He broke from his meditation. “Disconnect it there, I think.” He showed her how the tube came away, leaving the needle under her skin. “You shouldn’t. There’s something in there to take off the edge, I believe.”

“I don’t want my edge off.” She let the tube fall to the bedside and pushed the tray away. “Where’s Brend?”

“With his brother, last I knew.”

With his brother. That almost made her feel better that he hadn’t been with her when she’d woken up. The floor was like a slab of ice. They must’ve had the air conditioning cranked to sub-zero. She crouched by the suitcase, popping the old chrome latches. Clothes, neatly folded, hairbrush, toothbrush, and . . . she reached out and picked up tattered old Frodo-bear. Tears pricked her eyes. She set him back down and took out some clothes.

When she stood up, her legs wobbled. Eating had helped, but she still felt like a Jell-O mold.

“Did I kill it?” she asked, leaning against the bed for a moment.

“Hard to say.” Pap sagged in his chair. “Dispersed it, for certain. Most of the time you need a direct shot to the Pulse, but this one—I don’t know what that boy was up to, but even I couldn’t get a fix on the Pulse.”

“Where were you? I didn’t see you.”

“I climbed up on the roof of the back house, behind you. I should’ve had a clear shot from there. But like I said, something wasn’t right. Whatever that boy did . . . he shouldn’t have been tampering with that sort of magic.”

“How is Booker?”

Pap shook his head.

“Will he live?”

He traced his lip with the edge of his finger. “No way to know.”

“What was he doing? Do you have any idea?”

“Nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

“But you have seen monsters like this one before?”

He opened his mouth, but she cut him off.

“Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”

He leaned forward, resting his hands on the bed. “When you were born, we knew, your father, the seer, and I. She read it in your signs. You were a Shield.” He bowed his head. “Her Highness, she’s not had a Shield. We intended to keep it that way. Whatever happened. To protect you from her, we thought it best to keep you ignorant.”

“But why?”

“There’s too much to tell—”

She waved him off. “I know about Fifthold and the Iron Gate and the exile. Tell me why the old witch has control over our entire family. Aren’t we supposed to protect the Keeper and his heirs?”

His eyes darkened. “Just as you said, witch. Over the years, she drew each of us to her. By rights, we should all be with the heirs. Used to be one of us would go back with the Keeper, to stand by them at the gate. But after we lost my brothers and sister, she wouldn’t allow it. Too few of us left, she said. We all made the same mistake. We took something from her. And we’re prevented from warning any other Speares against it.”

“But you’re warning me, right now . . .” But then she realized. “I’m not a Speare. I’m a Shield.”

His eyes gleamed. “One small misstep on her part, and believe me, she doesn’t make many. But don’t think Daniel isn’t off to tell her right this moment—if she doesn’t already know. The whole place will soon enough. After what you did . . .” He sighed the heaviest sigh she’d ever heard. “She’ll find a way to have you. Unless we can prevent it.”

“Can we prevent it?”

He touched the ring on his necklace again. “Get yourself dressed. Go find your fool boy.”
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Pap gripped her elbow, steadying her.

“By all rights you should be in bed. After what you did.”

“I’m fine,” she said, less than convincingly. She placed a hand on the wall and tried to inhale her strength back.

“The room’s not far.” He pointed to the end of the hall. “Around that corner.”

“Where are you going?”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “This thing’s been ringing all night. I turned it off. But there’s people I need to speak with and sooner is better. You go find your boy and wait for me.”

He patted her shoulder, turned, and strode back to the other end of the hall, through the door marked STAIRS.

She focused on the end of the corridor. What was it? Fifty feet? That was nothing. She took a couple steps. Her knees buckled. She caught herself on the guardrail.

Come on. You’re a Shield. Move.

Besides, Brend was at the end of this corridor.

She pushed herself upright and, hand still on the broad wooden railing, shuffled along like a ninety-year-old. When she reached the corner she was puffing and a little dizzy. But somehow moving made her feel stronger, as if it charged her Shield batteries.

This part of the hospital seemed awfully quiet. She hadn’t seen any nurses or doctors. All the rooms looked empty. 

Around the corner was a short hallway. Only two doors on each side. Each had a narrow window, all dark except one.

“Olli?” 

She turned. Roper came to her side, his eyes swimming, bleary. His hair was messier than usual. He carried a bag from the bakery—fried sugar aromas almost made her knees buckle again—and a cardboard carrier from the coffee shop.

“Guards,” he said, giving her a once over. “Should you be walking around? You look like—”

“I fought a monster?”

He lifted his shoulder as if to say, yeah.

She leaned back against the wall. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Thanks to—”

She raised a weak hand, halting him. “Is Brend here?” She tilted her head towards the door with the soft glow coming through the window.

“Yeah. And he’s in an even better mood than usual.” 

She pushed off the wall and opened the door. A thin curtain hung in front of the door, blocking the view through the window. She pushed it aside a few inches.

Brend looked up at her and then, away. 

Ouch.

Not the reception she’d been hoping for.

He sat, hunched, on the opposite side of the bed. Above Booker, a small lamp cast yellow light over his pale features. He had a bigger monitor than she’d had. Wires were attached to his head and to his body under his gown. 

Roper pushed the curtain aside.

“How is he?” she asked.

Roper looked at Brend, as if he expected his twin to answer. But Brend continued to stare at the floor. 

“Not dead,” Roper said. 

He slid past her to a table in the far corner. Booker’s room was bigger and better furnished than hers had been, with a sofa, recliner, and big TV. The walls were painted a calming blue. But Olli didn’t feel calm, she felt sick.

Roper set the bag and beverages down. He glanced at Brend, frowning.

“It’s still early,” Roper said. “We won’t know . . . it’ll take time—”

“He’s not waking up,” Brend said with flat certainty, not looking at either of them. He crossed his arms over his chest and slouched deep into his chair, gazing blankly at Booker. At some point, he’d changed into a long-sleeved shirt.

She drifted over to Booker’s bedside and sank down in the empty chair. She shook off the hurt from Brend’s non-reception. Obviously, he was upset about Booker. That was all.

“We don’t know that—” Roper said.

“What was he doing?” She looked over at Roper. “Do you know?”

Roper shook his head. 

“Do you?” she asked Brend.

His gaze finally lifted to meet hers. 

Chest pain. 

Stupid feelings.

Why was he just sitting there? Why didn’t he say something or . . . do something? She’d nearly died, or at least it felt that way. And this was how he greeted her, by not? A wet sand feeling filled up her throat, but she swallowed it back. 

No. Tears.

“Tell me what happened,” she said to him. 

For a second she thought he’d continue to ignore her, but then he said,

“I don’t know. I opened the door and then you . . .” His eyes had a wet sheen, like dark wells. The pain in them made her choke. “You blew the Whisperer apart. Everyone was knocked back. You shattered all the windows. It was a good thing I was outside or I would’ve been shredded.” Admiration mingled with sardonic agony. 

She hated it. She hated that he was in pain. She hated that he was so far away. And that he wasn’t moving any closer.

“When I got up, the Whisperer was gone. The fence destroyed. The house was a disaster area. The chief of police was dead and bleeding in my pool. My brother was comatose and barely breathing and my girl . . . you were so pale, I didn’t think you were still alive.”

He pushed the heels of his hands into his eyes. She would’ve gone to him, but she wasn’t sure she could stand up. Pain bubbled up from within her and throbbed in time with her heart, all the way down to the tips of her fingers. She swiped a tear from her eye before it could fall.

“But she is alive,” Roper said, putting a large paper cup of coffee in her hands. “And she took that bastard out.”

“It’s not dead,” she said.

The twins stared at her. Brend’s eyes red-rimmed and watery. Roper’s cloudy and blood-shot.

“Pap doesn’t think so anyway.” She traced the rim of the coffee lid. “And now the old witch knows what I am.” She popped off the lid and set it on the bedside table. An aroma that reminded her too much of Brend caressed her face. “Pap says she’ll find a way to make me one of her flying monkeys. So if either of you have any ideas about how I can stop that from happening, now would be a good time to share.”

They both stayed quiet for far too long.

“Great.” 

Someone knocked on the door. None of them moved. A moment later, Pap entered.

Neither of the twins looked happy to see him. Brend glared with open hostility. She didn’t even have the energy to hit him.

Pap stopped by Olli, inclining his head towards Roper and then Brend. “Your Royal Highnesses.”

Brend turned his face away. Roper’s shoulders bunched, like he feared Pap might attack him. She had to admit Pap was intimidating, even when his face looked like wet cement and his eyes hung half-closed. But he wouldn’t have hurt them . . . would he? Just how much control did the old witch have over him anyway? Could she make him ignore his most basic instincts and turn against the people he was supposed to protect?

Pap touched the ring on his necklace again, gazing at Brend like he might be thinking about spilling a little blood. 

She reached up and touched his hand, drawing his attention away from Brend.

His gaze softened when he looked down at her. He took her hand and squeezed it gently. Then he looked back at the twins.

“You’ll forgive me, sirs, for speaking out of turn, but there’s a matter we need to discuss.”

Roper shifted back, like he wanted to leave before any more discussion could take place.

But Brend had no problem opening his big stupid mouth. “What’s that, Speare? How my brother almost died because you couldn’t do your job?”

Her grip on her grandpa’s hand tightened. Maybe she did have the energy to hit Brend after all.

Pap’s back straightened, but he kept his face as smooth as ever. She wondered if he’d always been able to mask his emotions, or he’d learned it. Maybe he could teach her. 

“As you both know,”—Pap was gruff but calm—“my granddaughter is a Shield. For sixteen years, I’ve kept that fact hidden. It’s not well known, but the Lady, she’s craved a Shield. I think that’s some of the reason she’s brought all of us to her, thinking that soon as a Shield is born, she’ll have it close.”

Brend glared at him. “You don’t expect us to believe that, do you? You’re in her service. She could rip out your soul and play jigsaw with it if she wanted.”

“Perhaps she could,” Pap said. “But why should she? We’ve been loyal to her, as she wanted. I didn’t come into her service until I was near thirteen, and by then, I had already made the blood promise to guard all Shields from her discovery. I’m told by Locke Reeve that you know well the strength of a blood promise, young sir. Even she has no power against the word sealed in blood.”

Olli gaped. Locke had told Pap about Brend’s blood promise? Thoughts of kicking Locke repeatedly in the shins came into her mind, but then she remembered that his father had just died. Her anger melted away. She hung her head, wishing she’d used her Shield-burst sooner. If she had, Chief Reeve might still be alive. She’d never even gotten the chance to tell Hope . . . 

Hope! 

She was about to ask if anyone had told Hope about the chief, when Brend said, “How could you have made a blood promise to hide the Shields from the Dowager? You’d need a Shield for that.”

“Ya. I had one then. My sister, Annora.”

Olli let go of Pap’s hand. “Annora was a Shield?”

Pap nodded, still holding Brend’s suspicious gaze. “No one knew. Like with you, when she was born, the seer lied. The seers have always known Her Dowager Highness must not have a Shield. Though no one’s ever explained why to me. But as soon as I was able to understand the meaning of it, my father made me take the blood promise. Shields are different. Their power may be latent until drawn out. Annora knew what she was, but she pretended she wasn’t. Until your distant cousin was called to be keeper, all those years back. A fierce Whisperer came through then. Killed my father, both my brothers, and ten others besides. And it drew out Annora’s power. Just as Olli’s power as has been drawn out.” 

Her hands trembled. She set the coffee aside. “But the Dowager didn’t find out?”

“No,” Pap said, not looking away from Brend. “She did not.”

“Because Annora died?”

“No. After our father died, nothing could’ve held Annora back. But fortunate for all of us, the seer knew of a way to protect Annora from Her Dowager Highness.”

Olli slid to the edge of her seat. “What way?”

Pap’s hand closed around the ring on his necklace. “Her Highness uses her right as a Gates to bind us to her service.”

“But she’s not really a Gates, right? She married the Keeper.”

“Marriage makes her a Gates. Marriage, in our world, Olli, is something rather different than it is in this one.”

Olli remembered the woman at Creamers. Chelle had said she’d cheated on her husband. Marriage, she’d said, was a promise not to be broken.

“The most sacred of vows,” Olli murmured.  

Pap rubbed his forehead. “It’s no small matter, that’s for certain. But I don’t know of any other way.” 

He slid his necklace off over his head.

Olli frowned, not sure what he meant.

“It worked for Annora, in the short time she had left. Your grandfather, Roe,”—he said to Brend—“was a good man. Though not much more than a boy then. After Annora died, he grieved a long time. Most in town didn’t understand it, but I did. Because I was there when he gave her this.”

The ring dropped from his hand, the chain hooked around his finger.

“It had to be a Gates,” he said. “Roe was safe from the Lady. His blood was hers. She couldn’t compel or bind him by magic. When he married Annora, she became of his blood. She became immune to Her Dowager Highness and all her . . . ways. That’s how he saved Annora. It worked well enough for her. It should work for my granddaughter as well.”

Roper stared, wide-eyed. Brend looked pale and sick. Pap was stone.

Weary as she was, she didn’t grasp Pap’s implication until the silence had grown heavy and thrumming.

“Whoa.” She straightened. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Pap let out a long breath that seemed to deflate him by half. “Believe me, I don’t take any pleasure in saying it. But I don’t know any other way.”

“I’m not getting married,” she said, lapsing into teenaged Olli. Her glance skipped over to Brend, who had dropped his elbows to his knees, his hands clasped together, his eyes on the floor. “I mean, I—I—I can’t. I just—can’t.”

Pap’s gaze fell heavy on her. “Then you give yourself up to her. To use you as she will. And don’t doubt, she will, ya. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t doubt my elders had a good reason for keeping a Shield from Her Dowager Highness at all cost. We were loyal people. Loyal to the Keepers. That’s why our people came over when the Keepers were exiled, but not to her. None of them ever intended on letting her have any real power again. I saw what you did, Lil’ Engine, you have real power.”

“There’s got to be another way.”

He didn’t bother telling her there wasn’t. She could see on his face there wasn’t.

“Back then, the seer said that the promise itself would be enough, so long as it was meant true,” Pap said. “But Annora and Roe, they didn’t wait.”

“She died,” she said, head swimmy. “A lot of good it did her in the end.”

She sank into her chair. The last bit of normal Olli was dying and no one seemed to notice. She’d accepted her fate as a super-powered bodyguard, she’d accepted magic and monsters and other universes, but she wasn’t ready to accept this. 

Suddenly, Brend stood up. “It’s not going to be me.” He started to leave, but Roper grabbed him.

“This is important,” Roper said. “You want her to use Olli like she uses everyone else?”

Good question. 

Olli was opposed to the marriage idea on . . . well, on stubborn, freaked-out, teenaged grounds. But why was Brend bowing out so quickly? 

She didn’t want to feel offended. But she’d kissed him. And now he acted like she had the plague. He would barely look at her. She started to have stupid insecure feelings again. 

Reality was sinking in too. If marriage was the only way to keep her out of the Dowager’s gate-breaking hands, then what choice did she have? That or spend a lifetime serving a witch? 

Deadly pain twisted in normal Olli’s belly.

No way. She would never take orders from that freaky old lady, even if she had to marry Roper. 

Brend pulled away from his brother. “I can’t,” he said to Roper, like Olli and Pap weren’t there. “It’s not fair and it might not . . . it might not work.”

“Not fair?” she repeated. 

Brend didn’t look at her. She hated that.

“It should work,” Pap interjected. “For Annora—”

“Why wouldn’t it work?” Roper asked.

Brend turned his face towards the window. “Because I might not be around for it to work.”

With some effort, she pushed out of her chair. “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t—”

“Because I’m next.” He shoved back his sleeve. On his forearm, black wings. 

She glanced over at Booker. His forearm, though scabbed from constant scratching and half covered with tape and tubing, was bare. Tattoo gone.

The air rushed from her lungs. 

“Booker’s not going to wake up.” Brend pushed by Roper and Pap as he stormed to the door. 

She watched as the door shut.

“Well, I guess—” Roper started.

“Don’t.” She stopped him before he could start. “Give me the ring.” She held out her hand to her grandpa. He placed it in her hand, chain and all. 

“Made your mind up then?” Pap asked.

She closed her fist around the ring.

Pap stepped over to the door and opened it for her. “Guards help him.”





Chapter 28

“Stop!” she called.

He was halfway down the hall, headed towards the door marked STAIRS.

For once, he listened. But he didn’t turn around. He placed his fist on the wall and waited.

She walked more steadily than she had earlier. No doubt energized by temporary madness. Nauseated, burning up and shaking, she rounded on him.

“Look at me,” she said, even though it was the last thing she wanted. When he did, tears filled up her eyes, but she held them back by sheer will.

“Speare—”

“Shield, remember?” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “When did that happen?” She gestured to his arm and the tattoo hidden under his sleeve.

He clutched his forearm. “When I got up, after you blew up my house.”

Her chest constricted, but not from her Shield powers. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

He looked up at the ceiling, tears clinging to the rims of his eyes. “Olli, whatever it is—”

“It’s about your father.” Her throat closed, like her own body wanted her to stop. 

“My father?”

“Booker told me—” Her turn to look away. 

She hated this stupid, painful life. Maybe it would’ve been better if she’d died fighting Blinky. Death couldn’t possibly hurt as much as she hurt at this moment. What hurt most was knowing just how much pain she was about to inflict on Brend, when he was already in too much pain. Way too much. But she couldn’t wait any longer. Not now that he was the heir.

“Booker told me he was leaving soon.”

“Olli, I know—”

“No, you don’t.” The force of her will was crumbling. “Booker didn’t want you to think that your father was weak. He said . . .”—deep breath. Any breath. Just breathe—“your father is sick. He was sick before he left. He was already dying.” Her voice broke. Tears scalded her cheeks. She pushed them away roughly. “Booker thought you’d have more time—”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Finally, she met his eyes. And wished she hadn’t. Abjection wasn’t a strong enough word for the look on his face. Exiled. That was the word. Abandoned and lost. Tears ran down his cheeks, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“He asked me to wait—”

“Why did he tell you? Why didn’t he tell me himself?

“He thought it would be . . . easier if you heard it from me.”

He turned his back to the wall, leaning heavily against it. 

The ring and chain bit against her palm. Why was this stupid space between them? Why couldn’t she bring herself to reach out and comfort him? Because he hadn’t come to her first? So. Stupid. Where was her superhuman courage now?

“Nothing could make it easier,” she said. “I know.”

He dragged his cuff over his face. A heavy breath escaped his lips. “Anything else?”

Oh, good. They were playing business-like. She knew this game.

“Yup.” She lifted her hand. The ring slid down the chain, bouncing against her forearm.

A wince glanced off his face. “Olli, I can’t—”

“I don’t want to marry Roper,” she said in a rush, “and I don’t want to be that bitch’s playing-card soldier.”

He snorted, but still stared up at the ceiling.

“Tell me I could leave town. Tell me I could run away. Go to Atlanta or Timbuktu.” She dropped her arm. “But that wouldn’t work, would it? Now that she knows what I am—she’d find me, wouldn’t she? Anyway, you and I both know I’m not bailing. I can’t, even if I wanted to, which I don’t.”

He looked at her full on. Too much.

Ouch.

“I can’t, Olli. Do you know what you just told me? I could be gone in a few hours—a few minutes. I could tell you I would marry you. I could do it, but then what? It might not even work if I’m in Fifthold and you’re here. What good would it do you then, to be married to a corpse in another universe?” 

She shoved him. Not as weak as she’d thought after all. “You’re not dead yet.”

That pained gleam returned to his eyes. “I will be.”

“So will I, someday. The way things are going, I’m on track for it sooner than you. How many times have you fought a monster this week?” She raised her fist, thinking about punching him, but instead pressed it against her forehead, squeezing her eyes shut.

“Look, I know it’s not . . .” No more tears. Please. “Even if it just buys me some time to figure out something else . . . I’m not asking you to feel something you don’t. I’m just asking you to marry me and save my sorry butt.”

He turned towards her, his shoulder pressed hard against the wall. He crossed his arms. “You think I don’t care about you?”

She wasn’t saying that, exactly. She was only saying that it didn’t matter what he felt. The thought of serving the Dowager frightened her enough that she’d agree to marry just about anyone—even Roper, if it came to that.

And so what if she had feelings for him? She didn’t expect him to reciprocate those feelings. Sure, he’d flirted with her. That hardly amounted to a marriage proposal. Not that she’d been ready for that. But she had been ready for . . . something. Since she’d found him at Booker’s bedside, he hadn’t seemed to want to give her anything. Not even a handshake. Which made her wonder if kissing him had been a mistake. Maybe, instead of feeling what she’d felt—falling deeper and deeper down that rabbit hole—he’d felt . . . disappointed.

Focus. Insecure doubts and girl feelings, not useful. Remember. Monsters. Evil witch. Life and death. That’s what this is about. It’s not about being in love with some stupid boy who doesn’t love you back. No matter how much that sucks.

“I know . . . I mean, I guess—” 

“Guards, Shield,” he cut in, “you’re killing me.”

She gripped the rail, off-balance and weak. Every time she tried to put together a coherent thought, it crumbled away. She just wanted to crawl into bed, pull the blankets over her head, and die.

“Olli, if I didn’t care about you, I wouldn’t—” He pressed his hands together at his mouth and then started again. “I made a mistake, when I met you. I thought I was living for the moment. You know, life is short, carpe diem. I thought I believed that. I thought I understood it. But I didn’t. Now I do. Life is short. My life is short. And you just told me that it’s going to be even shorter than I thought.”

 “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you—”

“Forget about that,” he said. “You were right. I was a jerk. I was trying to be. I wanted you to hate me. I thought it would make it easier, for both of us. When we met, I made the mistake of thinking I liked you, but . . .”

“It’s okay,” she said, not really feeling like anything would be okay ever again. “You don’t have to like me—”

“I don’t just like you. I didn’t realize it until that day with Chelle. When my blood sealed the word. That wouldn’t have worked if I didn’t . . . if I didn’t care about you.” His hands raised, like he might take hold her arms, but then they tucked in close to his body. “It was hard enough before, when I thought about leaving, when I thought I had years, maybe even a couple of decades. But if I married you, even if I told you it was just to save your sorry butt from that evil witch, it wouldn’t be just that for me. If you stood there and told me that you were mine . . . I’d want that and it wouldn’t be fair. Because I’m leaving, Olli. I have to. And I don’t want to do that to you.”

Why did her brain feel stuck in the mud? “You don’t want to do that to me?”

He hung his head. “It wasn’t real for me before. I knew it would happen, but . . . if I had known how soon, I never would’ve let this happen.”

“This?”

Smoldering. “Us.”

Come on, Shield. Tall, Dark, and Handsome is clearly in love with you. Catch up.

“And you think that if you don’t marry me, I’ll hurt less when you leave?”

His shoulders fell. He looked like he wanted someone to shoot him.

She, on the other hand, felt like her wheels had finally gained traction. 

She opened her hand. The ring had impressed a red circle into her palm. She unfastened the chain, dropping the ring.

It bounced on the polished floor. Ping, ping, ping.

Brend reached down and snagged it. Prince Charming.

“Give it to me,” she said.

He held it out to her. She plucked it from between his fingers.

“Thanks.” She slid it onto her finger—forcing it over her knuckle. “I accept.”

“Olli, I didn’t—”

She snagged the front of his shirt. “Yes, you did.” One of the good things about being a Shield was the occasional moment of absolute certainty.

His lips parted, probably to argue some more. She stopped him.

Her mouth pressed against his and lingered. When she opened her eyes and pulled back, his eyes stayed closed. He opened them, slowly.

Breathing resuming in:  five, four, three . . .

“You don’t have to worry about how I’ll feel when you leave,” she said, “because I’m going with you.”

Again, she could see the argument forming on his lips.

“My grandpa said that before the old witch took to hoarding them, a Speare used to go back with the Keeper when he was called. Since there are no Speares currently available, you’ll have to take a Shield.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” he said, Mr. Misery. “The door only opens when the Keeper’s called. You could never come back—ever.” He slid away from her. She hated the space he kept putting between them. “Do you think you could do that? Leave everyone behind?”

“Not everyone.”

His hand covered his face. “Olli—”

She took his hand away. “It’s my biological imperative to protect your sorry butt. I can’t do that if you’re in a different universe. It’s what I have to do. It’s who I am. I’m going.”

“What about your family?”

“My family will understand. They’re Speares.”

“And your mother? They’ll tell her you’re dead.”

He might as well have torn her chest open and stomped on her heart, but fortunately, she had a shield over it. “No, they won’t. I’ll make them promise to tell her the truth. I’ll tell her, if I have the chance.”

“You won’t see her again.”

“I know.”

His jaw worked, trying to find its locking position. “You don’t know anything about Fifthold. You don’t even know the language.”

“Just teach me how to say, ‘Die, evil monster’ and I’ll pick up the rest as I go.”

“You’re only sixteen. You don’t know what you’re giving up.”

“You’re only eighteen.” She tightened her grip on his hand, though he wasn’t gripping it back. “And I do know what I’d be giving up if I don’t go.”

He stared at the floor. Still resistant.

“Ever since I arrived, people have been giving me looks, making me feel like I don’t belong, treating me like I’m from the other side of the river—”

His brow furrowed. “You shouldn’t—”

“It’s not just here,” she cut in. “I’ve never felt like I quite belonged anywhere, ever. I guess . . . I never thought about it much. I just figured . . .” She shrugged. “I don’t know. But all this time I’ve had this power and never knew it. Some people spend their whole lives trying to figure out who they’re supposed to be. I mean, look at my mom. She still doesn’t know. But I do now. I’m a Shield, and I belong here. Not here in Horizon Creek, but here, with you. I don’t care if it’s the magic or my freak genes. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that it’s true. It’s the first really true thing I’ve ever known. So I’m going with you, because that’s where I belong. It’s who I am.”

His jaw remained locked, his eyes on the floor.

She yanked on his hand, pulling his attention back to her. “Do you want me to go with you?”

“That’s not what this about—”

“Do you?”

He didn’t answer.

She stepped closer. Her chest brushed his. “I’m going.”

His forehead rested against hers. His fingers tightened around her hand.

Good. That was done.

She was going to another world. On the list of strange things that had happened over the last week, somehow, that didn’t seem so strange.

His breath brushed warm on her face. “You never answered.”

“Answered what?”

“Whether or not it was okay if I kissed you.”

She pulled her head back from his. “I’ve kissed you twice and proposed.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Yes—”

His kiss was better than the ones she’d given him. Maybe because hers had been punctuated, first by a monster and then by an argument. This time, there was nothing to fight and no reason to end it. 

His mouth stayed on hers, and stayed, and stayed.

He pulled her to him. Her arms slid around his neck. His body pressed against hers, burning through the thin layers of fabric and the last of the space between them.

A soft deep sound came from his throat, melting her. Gone.

One of them found a door and opened it.

Together, they slipped into the darkness. 





Chapter 29

She half-woke a few times.

They’d returned to her room. She didn’t remember if she’d walked or if Brend had dragged her. But when she first woke up, he was with her—that was all that mattered. She pressed her face into his chest and went back to sleep.

Twice more she almost woke. The first time she heard Brend speaking out in the hall, his voice straining to keep quiet. And she heard another voice, deep, murmuring—Pap? She fell back asleep. The second time her eyes cracked open to find Brend slumped in the chair next to her bed, staring at the screen on his phone. He’d changed his clothes again. The tattoo on his arm exposed.

Finally, she woke. Faded light fell in crumpled patches around the room. Dusk or dawn again? The lights were off. She was alone.

She groaned as she sat up. Still sore. Her tongue scraped across the roof of her mouth. Had she been eating seaweed and sand in her sleep? Pushing the blankets away, her bare feet slapped onto the cold floor.

Hand on the bed she tested her legs, stiff and achy, but strong. She picked up the suitcase and padded into the bathroom.

After a shower, a fresh set of clothes (Mam had packed the sparkly purple tank that Olli had purchased at the mall, so that’s what she wore, though she felt conspicuously overdressed) and about two gallons of water down her throat, she felt like she could start to think again.

Memories returned dressed like dreams. If she hadn’t woken up with a gold band around her finger, she might not have believed any of it had happened.

When she emerged from the bathroom, the sunlight coming through the window had faded. Night again. And she was wide awake. She drifted to the window and pulled up the blinds. Below, the dark street was bathed in streetlight orange. Many of the houses on the other side were lit, yellow eyes open against the darkness. 

Her legs began to twitch. She chewed on her lip.

The door opened. She turned, letting out a breath.

Brend smiled a little and dropped a plastic bag on the bed. Wonderful hot and greasy aromas filled the room. “Sleeping Beauty awakes.”

She frowned.

“That’s not what I was expecting,” he said, coming to her side and touching her back lightly. She leaned in to him, wanting to dissolve against him like she had the night before, but her mind was elsewhere.

“Something’s wrong,” she said

“About a million things,” he said. “What is it this time?”

Her gaze swept back out the window. Her normal gaze. Not her Shield gaze. But still, her chest tightened.

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Where’s Pap?”

He took her hand, kissed the back of it, then let it go, and sank into the chair beside her bed. “Where do you think?”

She drifted away from the window. When she came within reach, he snagged her around the waist and pulled her into his lap. He kissed her like he had the night before, like it was the first and the last time. A part of her was all puddle. But when he pulled away, she continued to frown.

“You’re wounding my self-esteem,” he said.

“I doubt it.” Her stomach rumbled as she caught another whiff of the bag on her bed. She grabbed it. She didn’t bother to leave his lap as she opened one of the little white boxes and devoured the noodles and vegetables inside.

“Maybe I should leave you and the food alone,” he said, sliding out from underneath her and giving her the chair. But she’d barely sat down when she stood up again. She returned to the window.

“I didn’t know there was an Asian restaurant here,” she said. “How many outsiders live in town anyway?”

“You don’t have to be Asian to run an Asian restaurant.” He took the empty food container from her hand and replaced it with a full one. “Besides, Asian food is similar to the food in Fifthold. Sort of.”

“Huh.” She barely tasted the food as she ate. 

“Are you going Shield on me?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“We’re on the other side of the river.”

“Blinky can’t cross the bridge?”

“I’ve heard they can cross small streams, but nothing as big as the river. And the bridge is like the fence, protected by blood magic. Also, little known fact, Shield, our property is surrounded on all four sides by running water. Granted, it’s over ten thousand acres of timber, but the water acts as a natural barrier, keeping the Whisperers penned in. And don’t think it’s a coincidence. Anyway,” he sighed, “after what you did, if it survived, it’ll take a while for it to reform.” He left her and went around the bed. He dropped into the chair, propping his feet up on the bed, facing her. “I thought you might . . . I don’t know, want to talk,” he said. “After what happened last night.” 

“Talk?” she repeated, one eye on him and one on the window. She dumped the empty container into the trash with the first and poured herself a cup of water and then another.

He shrugged. “I guess not.” He took out his phone, turning it around and around in his hand. “So you’re fine. Nothing to say. No . . . nothing?”

She itched at her arm, against the IV needle buried under her skin. “Can someone get this thing out?”

“Are you avoiding?”

She gave the tube a tug, wincing.

“I wouldn’t do that,” he said.

She dropped her arm. “I’m not avoiding anything.”

He nodded, like he believed her. He dug a soda out of the bag on the bed and took a swig.

Her gaze slid back to the window. “What did you expect me to say?”

“I guess I didn’t expect you to be so casual about it. You know you’re wearing a wedding ring, don’t you?”

She pinched the ring between her fingers, spinning it. “Yeah, and it won’t come off either. I tried before I showered. Stuck tight.” She glanced down at the ring. “Annora must have had really skinny fingers.”

“Shield!”

She looked up at him. “What?”

He tossed the soda bottle back on the bed. “Some acknowledgement of what transpired last night would be appreciated.”

Did he want to be reassured? Funny, she didn’t feel like she needed to be. But her instincts distracted her. Something was wrong . . .

Focus. 

She went to him and slid into his lap again. When she kissed him, he held back, hanging onto his grumpy face. She kissed him again, letting the memories of the night before swamp her nagging instincts and drawing Brend out.

Before long they were back on the bed. His weight pressed down on her. Her hands slid under his shirt, holding him to her. 

A part of her wanted to finish what they’d started, regardless of whether or not she was really ready for it. But as his lips moved down her throat, lighting up every place they touched, her eyes opened and rolled towards the window.

Even as she gasped and moaned—his teeth grazing her skin—her instincts elbowed in. He said her name, kissed her again, and—

She shot up. She didn’t even have to push him away. The force of her sitting up simply knocked him aside.

“If you don’t—”

“I do,” she said, grabbing her shirt off the floor. “Believe me, I do.” She pulled her shirt back over her head and went to the window, gathering her hair into a ponytail. 

She slid the window open. Sultry air rolled in, followed by a distant grumble of thunder.

Her inner Shield powered up. She hurried her ears to full volume, trying to catch anything beyond the normal neighborhood noises:  car engines, cricket chirps, streetlight hums. Nothing.

So why did she feel about to jump out of her skin? She searched the floor for her shoes and found them near the bathroom. She put her sneakers on without looking for socks.

Brend had rolled off the bed and put his shirt on. “Stand down, Shield. We’re all on the other side of the river. All except for her. And if she’s in danger, then . . . good.”

“Where’s Roper?”

“With Booker last I checked.”

“And Hope? Have you talked to her?”

“She caught an early flight back. I saw her this afternoon. She’s probably with Booker too.”

“Farren?”

“She’s still in Florida. I talked to her a little while ago. She’s fine.”

She bounced on the balls of her feet, pressure rising and falling within her like a drum beat.

“Call Roper.”

He gave her a look she didn’t particularly like considering all the life-saving she’d done lately.

He took out his phone. 

She could hear it ringing, once, twice—

“How was it?” Roper asked when he picked up.

“How was what?” Brend replied, already annoyed.

“You know what.”

She rolled her eyes, wishing her super-hearing wasn’t so super at the moment.

“Where are you?”

“Around.”

Brend swore. “You’re not at the hospital?”

“Come on, I’ve been there since last night. I needed a break.”

“Where are you?”

“At Amber’s. What’s the big deal?”

Her Shield signals jumped all over the place, but she had the sense that Roper wasn’t the one in danger. She held her hand out to Brend.

He gave her the phone.

“Stay where you are,” she told Roper. “Don’t leave the house.”

“Yes, Sergeant—”

She hung up. “Is the shield still in your car?”

“Yeah, but you don’t really feel like you need it—?”

She put the phone back in his hand. “Look at me. Who do you see?”

“It’s not possible. It can’t cross the river.”

“Just like it couldn’t cross the fence?”

“That was Booker—he must have—”

She headed to the door. “We can argue once I have the shield. Let’s go.”
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Sweat formed on her brow almost as soon as she stepped outside. She must have sweated more in the last week than she had in her entire life. But the sweat didn’t bother her as much as the erratic pulsing of her Shield. There was danger, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. Her compass spun in all directions, haywire.

She paced as Brend popped the trunk. 

“Why do you stay on the other side of the bridge? Wouldn’t it be safer to live on this side?” she asked. 

“The Keeper has to stay close to the door,” he said, hefting the shield out and handing it to her. 

She took the shield from him. The leather cuff slid supple and soft against her skin, the weight reassuring. “The door’s on the other side of the river?”

“When we first came, the whole town was on the other side. It burned though. The old mill’s all that’s left.”

“That big, burnt-out ruin next to the bridge?”

He nodded. “I guess we could move to this side, but . . .” he said, “we’re not like everyone else. There are expectations.”

“Like at Peter’s wake when you had to sit up on stage?”

He sagged onto the bumper, the trunk still open. Besides his, only a handful of cars remained in the parking lot. Overhead, fat dark clouds piled up. The wind gusted, swirling around her, almost chilly. She stepped away from him, her back to the hospital. Something was out there, but she couldn’t get a fix on it. Her head kept swiveling, searching.

“We may not be royalty anymore,” he said, “not that we ever really were, but people still treat us that way.”

“Right, Your Royal Highness.” She grinned.

He didn’t smile. “Please don’t call me that.”

She scanned the street parallel to the parking lot. Empty. The houses, quiet. “And why were you exiled anyway? They sent your whole family away just because of what the old witch did?”

“And anybody else who was on our side.”  

“Loyalists, that’s what Pap said.” 

A shadow broke the light under a jacked-up truck. She dropped to a crouch. A masked raccoon face peeped around the tire. She stood up again slowly.

“Yeah, about your grandfather . . . he stopped by this afternoon.”

“Uh-huh.” She walked a slow arc around him, one eye searching, one eye on him.

“He wants us to see the pastor as soon as we can. He already called her. He wanted to do it today, but you were crashed out. And then he was summoned.”

“Okay.”

“He said that being engaged might be enough, that is, if we both . . . either way, it would be better, for you, to make it official.”

She scanned the street behind him—muffled behind walls, the thump of someone’s bass, a couple of cats hissing at each other. No whispers. She started back towards him, frowning. Maybe using her Shield Burst last time had fritzed out her circuitry. 

“And he said we should have sex.”

She stopped and looked at him fully. “He said that?”

“So you are listening.”

“Of course I’m listening. I can’t not listen to you. I can hear your heart beating from across town, for crying out loud. It’s just—” She tossed her hand up. “I’m getting mixed signals.”

“That makes two of us.”

She put her hand on her hip. “Really? What exactly was unclear about what happened last night?”

He relapsed into his gloomy self, glaring at the pavement between them. “Olli, if you’re not ready for this—”

Stupid mind reader. 

“You want me to pretend like this isn’t happening really fast?” she said. “Because I can’t. It’s only been a week, Brend. I’ve had to deal with Shield powers and Blinky and magic and evil witches and other universes and . . . you. It’s a lot. Okay, I admit it. I just wish—”

Her head turned. Her super-hearing picked up on footsteps. Steady clips on a distant sidewalk, sharp, quick, and light. A woman in heels. Probably just someone in a hurry to get home.

“Just wish what?”

“I wish we had more time,” she said, then immediately wished she hadn’t. His face turned as dark as the shadows crowding around him. “Don’t you?”

“How can you ask me that?”

Words failed her, partly because she was half-listening to the woman in heels. The woman’s pace had picked up, almost to a jog.

Why would someone jog in heels? At night?

“Your grandfather not only told me to have sex with you. He told me to do it as soon as you woke up. Do you know why?”

She was too horrified imagining Pap discussing her sex life with Brend to think. 

“Because we have to, Olli. You wanted to get married. That’s part of the deal. In fact, we could skip the pastor. That’s just added insurance. All we’d have to do is have sex and promise to be together and that’s it—married old-world style. We could do it right now and you’d be safe.”

“So . . . all that just now . . .” Her neck burned. “You did that because my grandpa told you to?”

“Olli . . . I’ve wanted to be with you since the moment we met. I thought I made that pretty clear. I would’ve tried a lot harder, if I’d thought you were ready for it.”

“But didn’t you say that being engaged should be enough to protect me?”

“Yeah, but only if we really love each other.”

The heeled woman ran full-on now—fast. Olli’s heart ran too, even faster. 

“So what? We have to say it?” she asked.

Her vision sharpened, gathering all available light. The night nearly vanished. She didn’t hear anything like Blinky, but a woman was running. Was she running away from something? Why wasn’t she calling for help then? 

Thunder rolled in the distance.

“You shouldn’t say anything you don’t mean, Olli.”

Say she loved him. Easy enough. Because she did, right? She was going to another world with him. She didn’t have any doubts. She knew it was the right thing to do. But was she going because her Shield-self felt compelled to protect him or because she was in love with him?

Sure, she’d thought she was in love with him. But thinking it and saying it seemed worlds apart—like universes. 

And the woman. Running. Faster and faster. One of her heels snapped. Her footfalls stumbled. Then two soft thumps—the shoes being tossed aside. Bare feet slapped against the pavement as she resumed. Her breath sounded ragged, panting and strange . . .

Olli’s Shield swelled. She grabbed Brend’s shirt and pulled him up from where he’d been sitting. “Get in the car. Drive—”

Whispers. A hundred soft, soft whispers.

She let go of him and spun around as the woman’s footfalls came to a sudden halt.

The woman stood on the corner across the street. She stopped at the curb, chest heaving, dark hair loose, agile body poised like a cat about to bolt. 

Olli’s shield dipped. “Chelle?”

A hundred shrieks filled the air. Chelle leapt into a run, straight at them.

Olli barely had time to push Brend back before Chelle pounced on her, knocking her down. Her head smacked the pavement, shooting pain through her skull. The rim of the shield pressed into her windpipe. Bloody spit dripped from Chelle’s mouth and onto Olli’s cheek, slimy and hot. She stared up at Chelle, struggling to shove her off. 

Chelle’s eyes flashed—black, then white, then black.

Chelle raised her fist over Olli—and then she went rolling as Brend’s boot struck her side. He seized Olli’s arm and hauled her up to her feet. 

“What the hell—?”

Olli shook away the shock and head trauma. “Good question,” she said, breathless.

Chelle rolled into the tire of a nearby pickup. She was up in a flash. She charged at Olli again. Olli dodged, falling to her knee, ripping the skin off—again. 

She wasn’t prepared for this kind of fight. Somehow, Blinky had taken possession of Chelle. Why hadn’t anyone mentioned that was possible? 

Chelle rounded and approached her again, more slowly. Olli’s Shield pressed against her chest. It wasn’t much but—

She let loose, dropping her knee to the ground. A rolling rumble shuddered around her. Olli peered up over the rim. Chelle stood there, smiling, eyes flashing.

“Shit.”

She braced herself as Chelle slammed into her. She managed to shove Chelle back, but Chelle came at her again, grabbing the edges of Olli’s shield. They grappled and fell, tumbling across the pavement. Chelle clawed at her, drawing blood everywhere she touched. 

What now? She didn’t want to hurt Chelle, and at the moment, that didn’t seem to be a problem. Olli was the only one being hurt.

She finally pushed Chelle off and scrambled back to her feet. Chelle rushed at her again. Olli turned her shield away, twisting around. As Chelle lunged, Olli swung her shield around and clocked Chelle as hard as she could. Chelle fell back, splayed on the pavement, blood bursting from her nose.

Brend hovered behind her, but she held her hand out, stopping him. Dizzy, bloodied, and thrumming all over, she took a tentative step closer to Chelle.

Chelle’s chest rose and fell, rapidly. Her breath rasped and gurgled. She blinked and looked at Olli. Her eyes were full of tears.

“Olli.” Chelle reached out to her, but Olli didn’t come any closer. “I’m sorry, Olli.”

“Chelle, what happened to you?”

“It’s my fault,” Chelle said through labored breaths. “I went to her. I went to her to tell her”—tears ran down her face—“about you. I’m sorry.”

“But the promise.”

“I wanted . . . my soul whole again. I wanted to feel . . . something. The promise meant nothing . . . my beauty . . . once I was whole, I would have died, lost my immortality. But at least . . . I would have felt something . . . again.”

Her eyes closed and Olli leaned back. But when they opened again, she was still Chelle.

“She already knew about you . . . but she agreed to return . . . I should’ve known. She’s always hated me. For what I meant to him. He never loved her . . . it was me. He loved me. How could anyone love her?” Blood began to trickle out of her eyes. “She returned my soul, Olli, tainted . . . a piece of the Whisperer. It’s inside me.”

“What can I do? How can I help you?”

“Nothing, nothing . . . it will use me, Olli, to kill you. Kill me. I can feel it. I can feel . . . everything, now. Oh, guards . . . it’s not just me. She saved it. It had something she wanted . . . there’s more . . . another like me and your . . .”

Her eyes pooled with blood and turned black. A hundred whispers filled the air.

Olli hesitated. In that second, the thing that had been Chelle bounced up like nothing had happened. Olli reacted too slowly. The Chelle-zombie struck her across the face. Black-spots burst like fireworks over her vision. 

She toppled, dropping her shield. The Chelle-zombie fell on her, throttling her from behind. She tore at Chelle’s fingers, lungs pulling for air that wouldn’t come. Her vision dulled and began to darken—

Then Chelle’s hands loosened and slipped away.

Olli gasped and gasped again.

Brend picked her up and pulled her to his chest, holding her. One arm wrapped tight around her. The other pushed the hair back from her face.

“Are you okay?”

Her chest continued to surge. Every breath burned her throat. She blinked away the darkness.

“Olli—”

“Fine. I’m fine,” she said, when she knew, inexplicably, it was true. Physically, anyway.

On the ground before her, Chelle’s body lay limp. A slick of blood spread around her. Next to her, a blood-stained sword.

“I had to—” Brend said.

“I know.” She ran a hand over her aching throat. She twisted in his grip so she could look up at him. “Are you okay?”

His gaze lingered on Chelle’s body, and then he looked away and nodded.

“Did you hear what she said?”

“Even she wouldn’t—”

“She got something she wanted.”

“Yeah, but this . . .”

Olli’s gaze slid back to Chelle’s body. Tears for Chelle burned away as her anger rose. “I hope the witch got something good.”





Chapter 30

“That’s it? No questions asked?” 

Hope dropped into the nearest chair, rubbing her eyes. “Questions were asked, Olli. And I told them the truth. As much as I could.”

“So Chelle’s just another drug overdose, is that it?”

Olli stood near the door in the room next to Booker’s. The bed was gone, leaving a table, a cabinet, and a few chairs. Something about a hospital room without a bed sent a shiver through her. 

Brend stood near the window, in full brood. Hope had corralled them inside after the police arrived. Whatever questions they asked hadn’t taken very long. Hope had returned pretty quickly. 

“Would you rather they arrested me for murder?” Brend asked.

“You didn’t murder her. That old witch murdered her when she spliced a piece of Blinky into Chelle’s soul. Did you know that was possible?”

“No, Olli,” Hope answered for him. “None of us could’ve ever imagined something like that.”

“Did you warn them?” Olli asked. “Did you tell them that Chelle wasn’t the only one? She said there was another. And apparently, once it’s stuffed into another person, it can go wherever it wants. And oh, by the way, it’s completely immune to anything I can do. So I think that it would be best if all of you had real bodyguards, the big kind with guns.”

“I told them, Olli,” Hope said, unfazed by Olli’s rant. “They’ll do what they can, but . . . it’s hard to know who else she could’ve done this to. I would think it’d have to be someone like Chelle. Someone who had given her a piece of themselves, someone she controls already. To do what she did, to corrupt Chelle’s soul like that, would’ve taken a lot of magic, regardless. But to do it against someone’s will, when she has no power over them, that would’ve taken even more. She would’ve wanted to use as little as possible. Much of her magic is acquired, it’s finite. She makes deals because, even though she spends more up front, over time she always gains back what she gave, with interest. Still, to do this—”

“How many people in town are like Chelle? What did you call them? Borderlings. How many of them?”

“About a hundred or so, but half the town is in debt to her. She doesn’t have sway over them like she does the borderlings, or even your family, but some of them do owe her quite a lot, their lives even. And once you save someone’s life, they may as well owe you their soul. More than a few people have gone to her when they haven’t had any other choice.”

A chilled silence filled the room. But Olli refused to be chilled. Hot and restless, she prowled in front of the door, trying to think of what to do. 

“Did Mom go to her?” Brend asked.

Hope ran her hands over her legs, as if to warm them. “Your mother?”

“Dad is dying,” Brend said. 

Hope’s mouth dropped opened. “Oh.” She glanced at Olli, but Olli didn’t offer her any protection. Brend had a right to be angry. Besides, he’d been building up a storm for a long time, he needed to unleash it. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked. “Why didn’t you tell any of us? Why didn’t they tell us?”

Hope stood up, reaching towards him. “I’m sorry, Brend. I wanted to—”

He leaned away from her. “Did Mom go to her?”

Hope’s arms dropped, tears fell. “Yes, she did.”

He gaped. “What?”

“Your father was diagnosed just after the holidays. Pancreatic carcinoma . . . it was advanced, and he refused treatment. But even with treatment, his prognosis wouldn’t have been good. Ten months, maybe. Your mother begged him to do something, but you know how stubborn he is. Faith had already been the Keeper for twelve years, and your mother was afraid that if your father died and Booker was called, he wouldn’t last long either. Not long enough for any of you to have any kind of life.”

Brend’s back pressed against the wall as he glowered at Hope. “Then maybe she shouldn’t have had any of us to begin with.”

“Your parents were not cowards,” Hope said, “not like the rest of us. Why do you think I avoided every relationship that came my way? And now, when I finally—” She hugged herself. “Why do you think none of Uncle Gale’s kids had children? Or my older siblings? Your father was the only one brave enough to live his life while he had it. We all thought you would have more time. And that’s why your mother went to her. To try to give you more time.”

“She tried to save Dad’s life?”

Hope shook her head. “That couldn’t happen without your father knowing, and he never would have allowed it. Your mom wanted to try to become Keeper herself. That’s why she went to the Dowager. That’s why she went with your father back to Fifthold. When he dies, she’s going to try to take his place.”

“How? That’s not possible.”

“I don’t know. She wouldn’t tell me. But she wouldn’t have gone if she didn’t think there was a chance. She would’ve done anything to give Booker . . . to give you, even a few more days, Brend.”

Brend slammed his fist against the wall again. And again. 

Helplessness. 

Olli knew the feeling. She felt it too. 

Brend wanted to help his mom. Olli wanted to help him. And neither of them could do anything. 

Hope looked about to make a big mistake—touching Brend. 

Olli swooped in and grabbed Hope’s arm, drawing her away. “Where’s Roper?”

“One of the deputies is bringing him now,” she said, her voice catching in a sob. She looked away from Olli as the tears flowed. Olli gave her arm a squeeze.

“I’m sorry,” Olli murmured. “I know it doesn’t change anything, but I’m sorry.”

Hope covered Olli’s hand and then patted it, sniffing back her tears. “You should let me clean up those wounds.”

“Not now,” Olli said, letting her go. 

Brend huddled against the wall, building up more storm clouds. 

“I need a minute.” She left them.

Once in the hall, she found herself standing at Booker’s door, peering through the window. Green heart lines blipped steadily. But his face remained pale and slack.

She’d called Pap, after Chelle had attacked her, but he hadn’t answered. She’d considered calling Daniel, but hesitated. They all worked for the old woman. Her guts hurt, not knowing if she could trust her own family, even Nate.

What she couldn’t understand was why the Dowager would have done this. The old lady had to know Blinky would come after Brend and the rest of them. In spite of her being an evil old witch, Olli remembered the way she’d looked at Brend, like she’d wanted him to stay. Was she really so twisted she would save a monster and send it after her own family? What could she have gained from Blinky to justify putting her own family in danger?

A part of Olli didn’t care how or why the old witch had done it. That part of Olli just wanted to find the witch and kill her. But Shield Olli couldn’t. The old woman was a Gates. Olli couldn’t kill her, she wasn’t sure she could even kick her in the shin. 

She balled her fists. Every inch of her buzzed. She felt like a wasp trapped between two panes of glass, bouncing between them, searching desperately for a way out.

She heard footsteps approaching. She knew their easy shuffle.

A few moments later, Roper appeared, rumpled like he’d just gotten out of bed.

“At your command,” he said with a salute.

Her eyes narrowed.

He held up his hand, appeasingly.

“I think you’ve been spending too much time with my brother.” He rested his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t buy into it, Shield.”

“Buy into what?”

“The gloom and doom. Look, it’s bad. But you think this is the first time? My family basically opened the gates to hell. That was bad. Way worse than this. And before that, our ancestors were slaves to other-worldly creatures that make this Whisperer look like a rompy little puppy. How do you think they felt?”

“Terrible?”

“Wrong. They felt pissed off. They fought back. They could’ve felt terrible. They could’ve chosen to sit around and wait to die. But they didn’t. And we’re here because they fought and they survived.” 

He brushed his bangs away from his forehead. For the first time, she saw some resemblance between him and Brend, in their straight brows, but Brend’s always seemed locked in a scowl. Roper’s remained arched, like he was enjoying a private joke. 

But Olli couldn’t imagine laughing right now.

“I love my brother,” he said. “And obviously you do to.” He smiled a little. “But he’s a downer. He thinks being realistic means being a pessimist.”

She gawped at him. “I—I—”

He rolled his eyes. “Shield, stop playing dumb. He made a blood promise on your behalf. Don’t you know what that means yet?”

“Actually . . . no.”

“It means he’s stupid in love with you, that’s what it means. And I could tell from the first time I met you that you were stupid for him too. He’s just been waiting for a girl to get all Darcy over.”

“You mean like, Mr. Darcy?”

“You don’t have to spend too many nights with a girl before you get suckered into watching that movie.” He smirked. “I laughed through the whole thing. The point is, my brother should have been spending his time doing something worthwhile, like trying to get into your pants,”—he hooked one of the belt loops of her shorts—“instead he’s been wasting it being conflicted. And you’ve been letting him get away with it. Tsk, tsk.”

She pushed his hand away. “I wouldn’t say he didn’t try.”

“Oh, yeah? Good for him.” 

“Roper, this is serious.”

“You’re right, it is serious. So are you going to stand here and wait to die? Or are you going to go kick some ass?”

“As much as I like the enthusiasm, it’s a little bit more complicated than that. The Dowager—”

“I know what she did,” he interjected. “Hope filled me in on the phone. I know everybody acts like she’s the boogeyman. And she’s pretty bad, ya. But sometimes, Shield, when you think you see the boogeyman, you’re really just looking at an old coat in a closet.”

She yanked her hair free from its mangled ponytail. “You’re saying she’s not an evil witch?”

“Oh no, she’s an evil witch, but she’s not a god or anything.” He glanced through the window of Booker’s room. The brightness in his face faded some. “We think she has power, so she does. Or to put it another way, you think you don’t have power, so you don’t.”

She picked apart the knots in her hair. “You’re saying it’s all in our heads?”

“No, I’m saying she doesn’t have anything that you don’t give to her.”

She frowned at him. When had he turned into Ballard? She couldn’t grasp half of what he said. “Are you drunk?”

He grinned. “I wish.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

He plucked a wild tress of hair away from her face and gave it a tug. “Because I know what you’re thinking. You wear it all over your face. It’s the same thing my brother’s thinking. You’re both freaking out because you feel like you don’t have control. But you do have control, Shield.” He tucked the hair behind her ear. “You can control how you react. You don’t have to freak out. You don’t have to lie back either. You can do something unexpected. That’s who you’ve been this whole time—unexpected. Don’t give up on that now just because everything seems like it’s turning to shit.”

“Seems like?” She shook her head. “Thanks for pep talk, but—”

“It’s no pep talk, Shield. You’re all we have. I’m not asking you to buck up. I’m telling you to get it together because we need you. I don’t want to die. And I definitely don’t want any more of my family members ending up like Booker, or worse. So stop standing out here moping and do something.”

“Like what?”

“Surprise me.” He leaned in. “Surprise her.”
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“I think I hate your brother,” she said to Brend after Roper had gone into Booker’s room and Brend joined her a few minutes later. She wrapped a strand of hair around her finger until the tip turned bruised-looking.

He leaned against the wall. “What did he do now?”

Besides telling me that you love me . . . and that I love you. And being right?

“He gave me an idea,” she said. 

Her heart skipped beats thinking about it. It would mean leaving Booker behind. She didn’t like that, but he wasn’t first on Blinky’s hit list. Chelle had made it clear who was first. Olli must have really pissed him off.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” he said.

“Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this?”

“I have to go back to the house, just for a few minutes.”

“Why?”

He looked around, like someone might be eavesdropping. “Because of the door.”

Her heart stopped. “It’s not time already—”

“No,” he said, though his face lost what little color it had. “I have to . . . check-in, every twenty-four hours. I don’t have to go to the door. I just have to go past the fence. I wasn’t sure it would still work until I went this morning, since the fence is busted, but it seems to have. And now I need to go again. I have to keep going back.”

“What happens if you don’t?”

He gave her that terrible bitter smile. “Then Roper gets the tacky tattoo.”

“Fine, we’ll all go,” she said. “In fact, that’s pretty much what I had planned anyway.”

He searched her face. She remembered what Roper had said about her thoughts being written all over it. Brend wasn’t a mind reader. She was just an open book. If he knew that she planned on paying the old witch another visit, he would flip out. She tried to make her face as straight and blank as Pap had done all those times.

“You have a plan?” he asked.

“And I already know you’re not going to like it, so don’t bother arguing.”

“What is it?” he asked, about to argue.

“Tell me something,” she said, “this magic stuff. Hope said the old lady blew a lot of it to stuff a piece of Blinky into Chelle, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So she’s probably holding on tight to whatever she has left. She’s not about to use it unless she really has to.”

“Probably.”

Probably. A pretty big risk to take based on probably. But for all she knew, another Blinky-zombie was on the way while she stood around dithering. Roper had been right. She needed to do something. She wanted to end this. Now. She was tired of waiting for the attack. She needed to know where she stood. She needed to face the old woman, as a Shield, and find out what she was up against. But she couldn’t be sure of her safety, even with the old woman depleted, not unless . . . 

“Olli, what are you—?”

“One more thing.” 

She leaned in and kissed him. He held back again. 

She pulled away. “I hate it when you do that.” 

Mr. Misery reappeared. “I think that maybe—”

She kissed him again, grabbing his shirt. But he broke away.

“Olli—”

“I love you,” she said, “you stupid jerk. Stop trying to push me away.” 

He bowed his head. 

She leaned her face close to his. “I know you love me too.”

He looked up at her, obstinate. “Are you a mind reader?”

“Tell me you don’t.”

“Then what would you do?” he asked. “Would you still be willing to marry me, to be with me, even if it was only to save yourself from her? Could you do that? Would you still want to go to Fifthold with me?”

“I said I was going and I am. I don’t say things I don’t mean.”

His phone in hand, he flipped it over and over. 

“I still pay his bill—” Brend said, when she glanced down at his phone, “my Dad’s. Just so I can call his number and hear his voice.” He stuffed the phone back in his pocket. “Mom’s too. I’m afraid I’ll forget what they sounded like.” 

Damn. 

“If there were any other way to keep you from her,” he said, “I would tell you I don’t feel anything for you. Because being with me”—he caught one of her tears on the end of his finger—“is just going to be more of this, Olli. I’ve lost count of how many times you’ve cried since I’ve met you. And I hate that.”

She dropped her forehead to his chest, her fist tightening its hold on his shirt. “Just say it.”

He lifted her face. His hands on either side of her face, his forehead pressed to hers. “I am so in love with you, Olli Speare.”

She pressed her fist to his chest. “That’s right, you are. Now kiss me like you mean it.”

And then we’re going to see a witch.





Chapter 31

“This is crazy.”

“I like it,” Roper chimed in from the back of Hope’s SUV.

“No one asked you,” Brend said, glaring into the rearview mirror.

Fat drops of rain drummed on the car roof and sheeted down the windows. The windshield wipers thrump-thrumped, back and forth. 

The rain started as soon as they crossed the bridge, along with the tension. The three Gateses gathered a few personal things at the house, which was truly a disaster area, every window and glass ceiling shattered, most of the lights too. Fortunately, the flashlights stashed under the kitchen sink had survived.

While the Gateses went to their rooms, Olli stalked up and down the hallway, crunching and slipping as rain poured in, shield thumping against her back where she’d slung it. Brend returned with three more swords and two more shields.

He tried to argue with her, even though she told him not to. Then he took up the silent treatment, but once back in the car, him at the wheel, he started grumbling again. And they weren’t moving.

“If you don’t take me there,” she said, not looking at him, “I’ll get out and walk.”

“And leave us helpless Gateses here to defend ourselves?”

“Drive,” she ordered.

“I have to say, I agree with Brend,” Hope said from behind Olli. “I’m not certain what you hope to accomplish—”

Olli twisted around. “It’s simple. I’m going to go in there and ask her who the other Blinky-zombie is and where I can find it. And then I’m going to go kill it. And end this.”

“Why do you think she would tell you anything?” Brend said. 

“Brend’s right. Besides, Olli”—Hope rested her hand on Olli’s arm—“are you sure you’re safe?” She glanced at Brend and then back at Olli. “Have you . . .?”

“I’m as safe as I’m going to get,” Olli said, face burning, “for the moment.”

“It really doesn’t take that long,” Roper said. “We could wait.”

“Shut the hell up,” Brend snapped.

“We’re not waiting.” Olli burned all over now. “We may not have time to wait. And I’m not leaving this world until I know that the rest of this family is safe.”

“Well, what happens if another Whisperer comes through when you and Brend leave?” Roper asked.

Hope and Olli both turned to glare at him.

“What? We’re avoiding the truth now?” He slumped back. “You think I like it?”

“This isn’t your run-of-the-mill Whisperer,” Olli said. “It’s walking around in someone else’s body. It crossed the bridge. It can probably even go out during the day, which means no place is safe. Not even a cruise ship in the middle of the ocean.”

Silence.

“But that’s another good reason to have a chat with the witch,” she went on. “I need to make sure she’s not planning on doing this again, the next time.”

Brend slammed his hand against the steering wheel. “She won’t tell you anything.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Not without a price,” Hope said softly.

“We won’t know until we try,” Olli said. 

Brend shook his head. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish.”

“I’m going to surprise her,” she said. “None of you know what she wants or what she might do to get it. None of us expected her to do what she did to Chelle, did we?”

More silence.

“I’m not just going to wait for the next Blinky-zombie to find us. I’m tired of being blindsided. I’m tired of not knowing what I need to know. So we’re going to ask.” 

She faced front, glaring out at the yard. The landscaping lights had exploded too. Before them, the yard and the driveway were lost to the night. She really had used everything. Too bad her power had proved useless against Chelle. She didn’t know if Chelle’s body had acted as a buffer, or if Olli had been too drained. Maybe the Dowager would know.

“It never hurts to ask,” she muttered.

“Except when it does,” Brend said.

“Drive.”

His hands tightened around the steering wheel, but he didn’t move otherwise. A sword rested against his leg, tied there. Olli’s shield lay over her shins snug on her knees, wedged. She ran her fingers over the rim of the shield—Brend’s shield. 

Was this really her life now? Hauling a shield around, fighting monsters, chatting with witches? A week ago her biggest concern had been keeping Farren off the computer and whether or not she’d make any friends when school started. 

But she wasn’t going to school. And as for making friends . . . she didn’t even speak the language in Fifthold. Besides, she wasn’t going there to make friends. She was going to be with Brend—until he died. 

A knot in her throat. 

No tears, Shield. Don’t waste energy on what you can’t control.

Then, without a word, Brend started the car. The SUV rolled around the drive and down, through the gate. He turned right, deeper into the forest, towards the witch.

Her freak-powers continued to rise and fall, giving her little sense of how near or far away any potential danger might be, except she knew they were driving straight into it. But she didn’t feel the urgency she had when she’d chased Brend to the Dowager’s. Then, she’d been on high alert. She hoped it meant the Dowager was weak. A big part of her decision had rested on that assumption. The rest had been desperation.

Brend was right. This was crazy. But . . . she felt a little crazy.

The headlights skimmed the darkness shrouding the road. The rain slashed down as they turned up the drive to the Dowager’s house. On either side of the gate, two lamps burned, flickering with actual fire. As they approached, the gate opened.

Olli glanced at the clock, almost midnight. Not the best time to make an unexpected visit, but then, when was a good time to drop in on a witch?

Brend drove right up to the front door. No arguments, not even a further grumble.

She eyed him. He was bottling up again. If he exploded in front of the Dowager, it would be bad. She needed him and the others to be, if not kind, then at least polite. Or in Brend’s case, not a complete jerk. Because even though the Dowager had stuffed bits of Blinky into unsuspecting borderlings, Olli wasn’t convinced that she’d done it to harm her family. If she’d wanted to hurt them, there had to be easier ways. At least, Olli hoped that’s not what the witch wanted. Otherwise, bringing the entire Gates clan here was really a bad idea—and it was hers.

A figure stepped onto the porch. The firelight licked at Daniel’s face, sharpening its edges and darkening his eyes. He held a spear.

“Stay here.” She stepped out into the rain, sliding her shield onto her arm as naturally as she might have slipped a bracelet over her wrist.

Daniel clomped to the edge of the stoop to meet her. “What are you doing here?” Water dripped off his brow. He glanced past her to the car. “Brought the whole family. How nice.” 

She stayed at the bottom of the step. Rain soaked her clothes, running down her face and arms.

“I thought you’d be out hunting,” she said.

“Don’t you know, Shield? Whisperers don’t like the rain.”

“Not even when they’re holed up in a nice cozy body?”

The shadows of his eyes darkened. “What are you talking about?”

“She didn’t tell you. Interesting. Is Nate here?”

“Inside. What didn’t she tell me?”

“Where’s Pap?”

His combative demeanor wavered. He shifted from foot to foot. “I don’t know.”

She forgot to be on the other side for a second. “What do you mean you don’t know—?”

“Don’t worry about him. He can take care of himself.”

“Then where is he?”

“I don’t know,” he repeated. “But he’s pretty good at keeping secrets, isn’t he, Shield?”

She rolled her eyes. “Get over it, Daniel. I’m a Shield, so what?”

“He shouldn’t have kept it from us.” Daniel’s voice lowered. “He shouldn’t have kept it from her.”

“Are you saying she did something to him?”

“Saying something like that wouldn’t do me much good.”

“Are you afraid of her?”

“A Speare’s not afraid of anything,” he said flatly. “Maybe it’s not the same for a Shield—”

“I didn’t come here to fight with you.”

“You shouldn’t have come here at all.”

“Don’t tell me—I’m doing what I have to do. What you’re supposed to be doing.”

“What’s that? Giving it up to the first rich prat who comes along?”

Her shield came up, but then she forced her arm back down and stepped towards him. “It’s our duty to protect the Keeper and the Keeper’s heirs. It’s our duty to protect the gate. As far as I can see, you’re not doing either of those things. It looks to me like you’re stuck playing doorman for the old hag who busted the gate in the first place. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it’s not the same for a Speare. Maybe you’re a better butler.”

His fist rose.

The car doors opened. All three at once.

But she hadn’t been worried. Maybe he would’ve hit her, but deep down, she didn’t think so. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe she was still counting on the little boy she’d known, the one who’d been sweet and kind and always let her tag along with him wherever he went. She didn’t know how the old lady had wrangled Daniel into her service, but she didn’t think it involved taking that part of his soul. At least, she hoped it didn’t.

“Oh, look, your boyfriend’s here,” Daniel muttered, lowering his fist as Brend came around the front of the car.

“Technically, he’s my fiancé.” She held up her left hand. Firelight ran over the gold like burning oil.

Daniel went rigid. For a second, she felt certain he was going to hit Brend, possibly with a spear in the gut.

“You’re sixteen,” he sputtered finally. “Does Pap know—?”

“It was his idea, actually,” she said. “It’s the only way to keep your favorite old witch from adding me to her collection. So someone in our family can still do their duty.”

It might have been a trick of the light, but steam seemed to be rising off Daniel’s body. His eyes fixed on Brend just behind her. “Is that what you call it?”

Brend drew his sword. Daniel lifted his spear in a motion so fluid that Olli didn’t get a full breath in before the sleek pole hovered in the air above her shoulder, the steel tip at Brend’s throat.

“No!” Hope cried out.

Roper started forward, but Olli turned her shield against his chest. “He won’t.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Daniel snarled.

Maybe she’d been wrong about Daniel. “What would Her Dowager Highness say if she found her grandson, and the heir, gored on her front stoop?”

“I’m not a wild boar, Shield,” Daniel snarled. “I don’t gore. I’m a Speare. I thrust, strike, and stab. In this case, I might castrate.”

She might’ve been glad Daniel cared enough to bother, but at the moment, she didn’t need a big brother.

“Stop wasting my time, Daniel. I don’t need you to defend my honor. If you want to help me, then help me. But if you’re just going to stand there and bluster, then get out of my way. I’m not here to fight you. I’m here to see her.”

After a minute, he lowered the spear. The shaft struck the wet stone with a crack. “Why?”

“Because a ballerina-zombie almost cracked open my skull and ate my brains tonight.”

“What are you talking—?”

“Ask her yourself. I don’t have time for this. Are you going to tell her we’re here or not?”

He glowered at each of them in turn, saving the last and longest of it for Brend. “She already knows you’re here, believe me.” Then he stepped aside, extending his arm towards the door. “Be my guest.”

Olli nodded for Hope to go first, followed by Roper and then Brend. Hope hesitated at the threshold, warm amber light reaching out to her as the door opened. Then she stepped inside. Roper didn’t hesitate. Brend stopped at the door, turning around and waiting for Olli.

Daniel seized Olli’s arm and pulled her close. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You don’t know anything.”

“I know that Chelle’s dead and it’s because our Whisperer friend made a deal with your boss,” she hissed. “Did you know that?”

Judging from the sullen expression on his face, he didn’t. “I wouldn’t go in there if I were you,” he said in the thinnest of whispers.

“I know you’re trying to protect me, Daniel. But I’m running out of options here. I’m a Shield, remember? I have to protect Brend and his family.”

“And you think this is protecting them?” he said through tight lips, like he was fighting his own mouth to get the words out.

“I think I’m almost out of time. If you have a better idea, please, tell me.”

“You could turn around and go home.”

“Home? What home? My old home was foreclosed on. My mother sleeps on my aunt’s futon. My grandparents’ house is full of people who’ve been lying to me, who didn’t even trust me enough to tell me our family is from a whole other universe. Or is that what you mean? Home, as in back to Fifthold? Because that’s exactly what I intend to do. When Brend’s called to the gate, I’m going with him.”

Daniel’s eyes bulged. His fingers dug into her arm. “You can’t—”

“I can and I will and it could happen at any moment and then who’s going to protect the new heir and the rest of the family? It should be you, Daniel. I don’t know why you’re stuck here serving an old lady, but we both know it’s not where you should be.”

Maybe it was the rain, or the lack of light, but the look on Daniel’s face might have been something close to respect. His tone, on the other hand, remained gruff. “You’re not ready.”

“How about telling me something I don’t know?”

His hand dropped from her arm, but caught her hand, lifting it so he could look at the ring. “You think this is really going to work?”

“Pap said it would.”

“Then for your sake,”—he released her hand—“I hope he was right.”





Chapter 32

Too hot.

The moment she stepped inside, she started to sweat.

A heavy floral scent floated through the air like a fat cat weaving around her, brushing her face with its tail, making her nose itch.

While the Gateses’ house was an exercise in austerity, the Dowager went in the opposite direction. On the walls, paintings, portraits, maps, mosaics, swords, spears, shields. On the tables, statues, plates, vases, and flowers, flowers, flowers. On the floors, rugs, one laid over the other like papier-mâché. All of it, she realized, as she took in the intricate patterns on the floor and the stoic faces in the portraits, came from Fifthold. If she’d ever wondered what the culture was like, it seemed this would’ve been the place to learn.

On the far side, just like at the Gateses’, stairs led down.

A blank-faced young woman approached, striding up the steps in a business-like manner. Olli clenched her shield. The woman bore far too much resemblance to Chelle, from her high forehead to her easy grace. Olli’s Shield powers did not react as she joined them on the landing. She bowed. When she straightened, her dark almond-shaped eyes swept over them, impassive.

“Your Royal Highness,” she said to Brend, “Her Dowager Highness welcomes you.” Then she turned her empty gaze on Olli. “Lady Shield. Follow me, please.”

She turned and descended the steps again.

Olli realized she needed to do more than just find the other Blinky-zombie. She needed to find a safe place for the family too. Bad enough she’d had to leave Booker behind with nothing but a couple of police officers to watch over him, but what was she supposed to do with the rest of the family while she hunted down the last remnants of Blinky? 

She hefted her shield. 

One thing at a time.

First, the witch.

Olli started down the steps after the woman. Hope plucked at Olli’s wet shirt. Her black hair was plastered to her head, spikes cutting into her cheeks like the shadow of a jaw closing around her head. 

“Olli—”

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” she said, just like she’d said to Farren.

Hope withdrew her hand and nodded. 

Olli tightened her grip on her shield and descended the steps. 

Each landing proved more elaborate than the one before, broad ovals dripping with history in every form, from the massive headless statue of a shield-wielding warrior to a delicate looking scrap of paper the size of her palm inscribed with faint arrows and dots, encased in a box of what looked like bullet-proof glass.  

They passed four landings before stopping at the fifth.

Their blank-faced guide stood by a set of double doors, holding one open. “Her Dowager Highness will join you momentarily. She wishes for you to find comfort here. May I offer—?”

“We don’t want anything,” Brend said.

The woman bowed low to him. “As you wish, sir. But I am told to inform you that no reciprocal obligations will result from your acceptance of anything I might offer or provide to you. All is out of due courtesy, nothing more. It is Her Highness’s word.”

“Good,” Olli said, cutting Brend off. “Bring food and water and dry towels, please.”

“And a bottle of Scotch,” Hope said as she trudged past Olli and Brend into the room beyond. “The good stuff.”

“As you wish, ma’am.” The woman bowed again. Then she shut the door.

Immediately, Brend rounded on Olli. “You shouldn’t have asked for anything.”

Olli slid the shield off of her arm and flexed her hand. She ignored his glare and craned her neck. Far above, darkness pressed down against the glass panels of the ceiling and two of the walls. Rain thrummed, muffled enough to be soothing, streaming down the curve of the roof and the walls like the room had been built under a waterfall.

Again, every surface seemed laden with antiquity. Her gaze lingered on a bronze breast-plate sitting in one corner, gleaming coolly. A helmet sat beside it—ridged on top with a long nose piece. Her arm slid back into her shield. 

In the middle of the room four curved sofas formed an oval that mirrored the shape of the room. Roper went to one of them and flopped down on the thick red cushions, closing his eyes. 

She could hear Brend’s jaw click. It hadn’t skipped her notice that, even though he’d sheathed the sword, he held the grip tightly.

Hope perched on the edge of one of the sofas, picking at her cuticles, her gaze roving the room.

“Now what?” Brend said to Olli.

“We wait,” she said. 

He glared at her. A fire-breathing Jabberwock stomped around inside of her, wanting to unleash on the cat, but she held it back. One of them had to keep their cool.

Within minutes, the woman returned, pushing a cart piled with fruit, bread, and cheese, along with two sweating silver pitchers of water and one crystal bottle of golden liquid. From underneath, she took a stack of thick white towels and laid them, pointedly, at Roper’s feet.

“May I offer anything further?” It was unclear whether she spoke to Brend or Olli, but since Brend was too busy grinding his teeth, Olli answered.

“No, thank you.”

The woman inclined her head and left again.

Brend growled and stalked away to the opposite end of the room. Hope pulled the cap off the bottle and inhaled. She poured herself a glass and then looked at Olli, raising her eyebrow. “As the only adult in the room, I shouldn’t offer you any alcohol, but in your case—”

“I don’t want any,” Olli said.

“I do,” Roper said, popping up off the couch.

“Too bad,” Hope said.

He pouted. Once Hope had retreated to the sofa, he snuck over and poured himself a glass and downed it before his aunt could see. He popped grapes into his mouth, one after another.

“What’s the plan?”

Good question. Since they’d entered the house, the Shield pressure had leveled out, ceasing its aggravating flux. Her skin buzzed and her senses remained crisp, but at nothing like full power. She worried the house had dampened her powers somehow. But in her gut, she had the oddest sense that they were as safe here as they would be anywhere. Maybe safer. She hadn’t ruled out the possibility of a trick though. If the Dowager’s garden could disorient her, then the house could’ve been full of traps too. 

She ran her thumb over Annora’s ring—her ring.

Brend stood at the far wall, staring out at the streaming blackness.

It had taken all the courage she had to tell him she loved him, even after Roper had explained what the blood promise meant. When Brend had said it, she knew he was telling the truth. But when he’d kissed her, as tremble-inducing as it had been, she still wondered if he held back. They both tried so hard to protect each other, it seemed like they never let their guards down. When she thought about having a moment, when they weren’t fighting a monster, or each other, when her mind wasn’t racing, searching for answers, worrying about impending doom, when they could just . . . be together. 

She wanted that. 

It scared her. How much she wanted that. 

The only thing that scared her more was the thought that such a moment might never happen.

When she didn’t answer his question, Roper returned to the couch and stretched out, closing his eyes. Hope sat back. Her eyes closed too, Scotch resting against her thigh.

Her clothes dried to damp, Olli ran her fingers through her ponytail, and waited.

Then the doors opened.

The Dowager entered in her wheelchair, pushed by Pap.

Olli let out a small breath of relief. After what Daniel had said, a cold crystal of fear had formed in the back of her mind that the Dowager might punish him for keeping Olli’s Shield-ness a secret.

Pap kept his eyes down, not looking at her as he rolled the Dowager into the room, stopping just far enough inside the doors to allow them to close. Hard as it was for Olli to see him acting so obsequious, she wasn’t surprised.  

The Dowager looked more like an old woman than ever. Her shoulders slumped under her white shawl. Her hands rested limp in her lap. Even her eyes had a dull weariness to them. A subtle sweetness drifted in with her, light and delicate, like orchids. Not the overpowering magic musk of her garden. 

Pap stood by, dressed in a clean button-up and pair of slacks, hands clasped behind him.

Olli glanced back at Brend. He turned towards them, but he remained at the far side of the room.

The Dowager’s eyes touched on each of them, but she didn’t speak.

Finally, Olli said, “Do you know why we’re here?”

The Dowager made a face like she’d licked a lemon. “Rather callow of you, Lady Shield. Not at all to the standards expected of my grandson’s betrothed.”

Olli’s gaze flicked to Pap, but then she remembered herself. Here, he was the witch’s servant. And Olli was a Shield. 

She let herself feel the swell in her chest—solid, but restrained, unalarmed. 

Please, let that mean the old woman’s magic is cashed out.

“I haven’t had much time to brush up on whatever passes for etiquette around here. I’ve been a little preoccupied fighting a Whisperer. Or what once was a Whisperer.”

The Dowager’s back straightened, her eyes sharpened. “Are all young women in this world so brash?”

“I didn’t come for tea.” Olli held onto her courage even as the Dowager’s eyes seemed to open up to swallow her. But this time, Olli wasn’t falling. “I need information.”

“And what would you have to offer in exchange for such . . . information?”

“Your family.”

That got everyone’s attention. From the corner of her eye, she saw Hope grab Roper’s arm and Brend shift, like he was about to draw his sword.

Even the Dowager tilted her head. Surprised maybe?

“My family?” she said, running fingers over her hand like she had the day before, except this time there was no ring to hypnotize Olli. A pale line marked her finger where the ring should have been. “I’m afraid, Lady Shield, you cannot bargain with that which does not belong to you.”

“I’m not bargaining with them, not like that,” Olli said. “What I’m offering you is a chance.”

Now the Dowager frowned. Not a pretty expression, even on a still beautiful old woman. “A chance?” she said like it was some new-fangled slang term Olli had picked up on the streets. 

“A chance to show your family that you’re not the evil old witch they think you are.”

Of all the talents Olli had uncovered in herself as of late, creating stunned and heavy silences seemed to be the one she’d mastered quickest. In this instance, she found it especially satisfying, since even the Dowager appeared to be at a loss for words.

Not for long though.

In a soft, restrained tone, she said, “Is that what they think?”

She saw Hope move, but shot her an arrow-sharp look. Roper’s eyes were wide, like someone had stuffed a hot pepper in his mouth and glued it shut. She guessed he hadn’t expected her to be this unexpected. Brend watched her with an expression that said he knew this had been a bad idea.

“How unfortunate,” the Dowager said in the way a grandmother might speak when she felt slighted by her ungrateful grandchildren. “But I have never before concerned myself with the opinions of others, especially those of my own blood. Why would you imagine I would start now?”

Olli knew what Brend was thinking:  I told you so.

But she forged ahead.

“As far as I can tell, you don’t have much family left. I know what that feels like. I also know what it feels like to be excluded from them, to be an outsider. All I wanted was for my family to know the truth. For them to know who I really was.” Her gaze flicked to Pap again. His eyes remained on the floor. “And I definitely didn’t want any of them to be hurt. When we leave here, there’s a good chance that one of your grandchildren could be hurt, and it’s because of something you did.”

The Dowager had a poker face to beat all—that was for sure. 

“Not entirely correct. The threat my grandchildren face is not wholly my doing. You are in part to blame for what has come to pass.”

Olli frowned. Was it another trick? 

“I didn’t stuff bits of a Whisperer into anybody’s soul.”

“No. But your unique abilities injured the Preserver in such a fashion as to make what came after possible. Only a Shield could shatter the Pulse of a Preserver. If not for your unfortunate lack of training, you might have killed it. Instead, you scattered it, torn into pieces, to die a slow pitiful death.”

“You could’ve let it die.”

The Dowager gave a slow, bobbing nod. “I should have, in fact. And would have gladly, but it made me an offer and . . . . felt compelled to accept.”

“Compelled to put your family in danger?”

“My family has been in danger, Lady Shield. They have never ceased to be in danger. And though it may not seem so to short-sighted persons such as yourself, and even mine own children, all I have done, from the beginning up until this very moment, has been for them.”

“Liar.” Brend took a step forward. “If you hadn’t killed the Guardian, none of this would be happening. Three sons, four grandchildren, and three . . . four of your great-grandchildren, and how many others? Dead, because of you.”

“Hundreds,” the Dowager stated, sitting up a little straighter, her nostrils flaring.

Great, now Brend had pissed her off.

“Thousands, dear child. A tragedy, I cannot deny. But if you’re asking me if I regret, then my answer is no.”

“Of course not,” Brend said in a low deadly voice.

“Are you eager to return to Fifthold, my boy? Are you so glad to sacrifice your life to the Iron Gate, to be its servant, to be its slave? To leave behind everyone you care about, including your Lady Shield?”

“I’m going with him,” Olli said.

“Ah. As is your duty, correct?” The Dowager let out a breathy puff of laughter. “Indeed. Well then, my courageous Lady Shield, as you stand by and watch my grandson deteriorate; watch the gate sap the life from him like a parasite draws blood from its host; watch as he, day by day, ages by years until the gate, in its greatest mercy, renders him a withered and wasted corpse. On that day, Lady Shield, when my grandson is dead in your arms and your whole life, still left before you has been desolated. On that day, will you rejoice that you have so officiously and bravely enacted your duty?”

Falling again. Down and down. 

“Or perhaps,” the Dowager continued, “you are capable of a deeper sort of bravery. One that enables you to question why you have been shackled to this so-called duty which has forced you to marshal the one you love to the most miserable and wretched of deaths?”  

Olli had forgotten how to speak. Suddenly the shield on her arm grew heavy, straining her shoulder.

Then, unexpectedly, Hope spoke. “It wasn’t like this before.” Her voice grew stronger, matter-of-fact. “When the Guardian was in place, the Keepers lived as long as anyone else. Longer. I read the genealogies. I know the history. Our service to the gate was nothing like what it is now, after what you did. If Brend is doomed to die an early death serving the gate that is your doing.”

The Dowager’s ring-less hand fluttered in the air. “Then the matter is settled. You know the history. You were there, ya? And I am guilty. Your great-grandfather and I, we so longed to see our children’s bodies piled before the gate that we spent years planning, searching, garnering every ounce of power we could to destroy the Guardian, just so we could murder our children.”

Olli frowned. Olli had come so the Dowager could show her family she wasn’t evil by telling them who the other Blinky-zombie was. Olli hadn’t expected to actually question whether or not the old woman was truly evil.  

“You opened the gate for yourself, not because you cared about anyone else,” Brend said.

“That is what you were taught,” the Dowager said, “by my children and theirs. All resentful and angry. I cannot deny them their rage, nor turn away from my share of culpability. But had my son and his army not interfered, disrupting my husband’s transfer of power from the Guardian, the situation would be quite different, for all of us. But my son, like you my boy, thought he knew better and died for his mistake. And that is when the Guardian died, the Iron Gate opened, and the onslaught came through. Consult your history again, dear daughter, and tell me if it is not written that I, alone, held the gate until my second son could return to close it. Did they forget to mention that I fought that day? That I killed more of those foul beasts than anyone? More even than your ferocious ancestors, Lady Shield.”

“But why did you do it in the first place?” Olli couldn’t help but ask.

“Power,” Brend snarled from the back of the room.

The Dowager’s laugh was paper-thin. “Power? I had power. More than enough. I sacrificed my power.”

“To gain more.”

“No,” she said, leaning forward on the padded armrests, “and yes. To take the power from the Guardian, to end our subservience and become the masters of our own destiny, not merely the slaves.”

Ballard’s sandpapery voice came back to Olli then—he’d called the Keepers slaves to the gate too. 

“You’re insane,” Brend said. “The gate is what protects us.”

“Protects us? Protects us from what?”

“From the others—” he started.

“Oh, yes, like little children we need to be protected from the great evils of the world . . . worlds. Those monstrous perpetrators of countless horrors. As a child, I heard those same stories by my nurse’s knee. Eons ago we fortunate mortals were saved from slavery and torment, no longer subjected to the cruel whims of the Higher Beings—world-destroyers, enslavers, soulless and petty tormenters. As a child I believed those fables, and then I grew and I learned that not all bedtime stories are true. We mortals live such short lives, but there were others, older beings who were not so far removed from those events of yore. And their recounting of those days was quite different from what I was told at the hearthside.”

“Borderlings,” Brend spat.

“Long-lived creatures—”

“Liars, just like you—”

“Heir you may be, but your insolence tries my patience—”

Brend stood still as stone—too still. “You don’t deserve my respect. All you deserve is—” 

Before Brend could piss off the old lady any more, Olli jumped in.

“Why do you call the Whisperer the Preserver?”

The Dowager continued to watch Brend, but after a long moment in which Olli considered cutting her loses and getting Brend out of there before he really did erupt, the Dowager answered.

“Because that’s what they are. They are made to preserve the status quo. To keep us in our place. What do you imagine is on the other side of the gates? In this world, people use guns and dogs to guard what they don’t wish others to possess. That’s what these Preservers are, dogs. They’re set loose to remind us that we are the slaves. And that we should not attempt to be anything other. Imagine, Lady Shield, if everyone in this world had equal access to the wealth and knowledge hoarded by those who call themselves stewards, but act as tyrants?”

“If that were true, if the gate is built to keep us out, then why didn’t the Higher Order Beings, or whatever, why didn’t they just close up the gate? Or destroy it?”

“How they wish they had that power. But they do not. Even as the wealthy in this world buy islands and build fences, they cannot separate themselves entirely. Sometimes, dear girl, those who seem to have the most power are weak, often weaker than those whom they oppress.” 

“Does that include you?” Brend said in a way that made Olli tense and hold her shield a little tighter.

“Is it not obvious? I am weak in many ways. I am old and, by rights, should have died long ago. I have been selfish in my attempts to return my family and my people to their proper and rightful home and, perhaps, harsh in my methods.” Her righteous fire seemed to diminish. “Above all, I am weak as all humans seem to be. In this world and in ours, humans share the same great weakness. Love. The desire for it, the longing, the need. We must feel it and give it and for that all else be damned. I love my husband. I have waited for him. I will continue to wait. And I will do all that is in my power to return all of us to our world and then to once again break the bonds that required my children and theirs and theirs to die in thralldom to those who deem themselves higher. If that makes me the villain, then so be it.”

“What makes you the villain is what you did to Chelle,” Olli said, not forgetting why she’d come here in the first place. It hadn’t been so the evil queen could make a case that she’d been slandered. No matter how convincingly she did it. “If you really cared about your family, you wouldn’t have saved the thing that’s trying to kill them.”

“Point in fact, Lady Shield, at the moment, what is left of the Preserver desires to kill you, above all others. But you are correct. The risk was great. But so long as our family is yoked to the gate, my grandchildren are as good as dead. Isn’t that right, young Brend?”

Brend strode closer. Smoldering had turned into Conflagration. “Just like you.”

He ripped his sword free and charged.

Olli shook off her shock, bolting. Just as his sword arched around towards the Dowager’s sunken chest, Olli slammed into him, knocking him face down on the floor. The sword flew from his hand. When he rolled over, he kicked her legs out from under her.

She landed on her butt with a grimace, glad for the thick collage of rugs beneath her. Brend groped for his sword. She shoved back up to her feet, throwing her shield up in front of the Dowager. His sword cracked against the bronze again. She pushed him back, ears ringing, arm aching.

He glared at her. “You’re protecting her?”

She panted. “I . . .” In her chest, her Shield seemed to reverberate, like it had been struck with a sword. Brend’s sword. Were they actually fighting?  

He threw his sword down on the rug, giving her a look that left a permanent chip in her heart. 

“We’re leaving now,” he said to Hope and Roper, and then stormed out. 

Hope rushed after him. Roper followed more slowly. 

“Definitely unexpected,” he said grimly.

“I couldn’t let him murder her,” Olli said.

Roper lifted his shoulder. “Yeah, you could’ve. But I guess that means you saved her life.” He lifted an eyebrow at the Dowager. “Isn’t that right, Granny?”

A bulge appeared in the Dowager’s cheek, where her tongue pressed against the inside.

Roper squeezed Olli’s shoulder. “You know he thinks this means the engagement thing didn’t work. I told you we could’ve waited for you two to seal the deal properly.”

“Why would he think—?” 

“Because my grandson is quite right, Lady Shield, you saved my life. And in fact, you were not obligated to do so. Brend is the heir, the next Keeper. If he should think anyone in his family needs to be dispatched, then he is quite within his rights to do so. Since you are not in my service, you could not have been involuntarily compelled to protect me from him.”

Olli’s head reeled. The witch was right. Olli hadn’t protected the Dowager because her Shield-self had told her to. She’d done it to stop Brend from hurting himself. He’d killed the Chelle-zombie to save Olli’s life. But if he murdered the Dowager, even if she deserved it, it would still make him a murderer. And she knew that eventually, he’d hate himself for it. 

But if Roper was right and Brend thought the engagement hadn’t protected her and that the Dowager had managed to sneak a magical shackle around Olli’s throat forcing her to save the old witch, then that also meant Brend thought she didn’t really love him. Because that was only reason the engagement wouldn’t have worked.  

“Shit,” Olli said, pressing the heel of her hand to her forehead. “I have to go talk to him—”

“Nah, you need to stay here,” Roper said. “Granny owes you a debt now, and you’d better make her pay up big time, because her life . . . it’s worth a few shiny pennies, ya? I’ll try to stop Romeo from drinking any poison, but be quick.” Roper gave the Dowager a grin. “Nice digs, Granny. Thanks for the Scotch.”

He gave Olli’s shoulder another squeeze and left. 

Olli watched him go, swearing under her breath. 

“What is your price, Lady Shield?” the Dowager said curtly. 

“My price?”

“For saving my life.”





Chapter 33

Olli glanced at Pap. He continued to stare at the floor. It didn’t look like he’d budged since he’d taken up position beside the Dowager. If the Dowager had really been in danger from Brend, then why hadn’t he moved to help her?

“If you should need time to give the matter due consideration,” the Dowager said in a weary voice, “I am quite tired, as you can imagine. It is very late.”

“Free my family,” Olli said. 

Pap didn’t even blink. 

“No,” the Dowager said without missing a beat.

Olli wasn’t surprised, but she’d had to try.

“I want answers,” she said, taking another tack.

“Indeed.”

“Honest answers.”

“Honest is not as firm a word as you may think.”

“Fine, I want the truth, as unvarnished, unbiased, and objective as you can give it.” She twisted her palm around the grip of her shield. “Do you think you can manage that much?”

The Dowager closed her eyes for a moment. Olli’s heart hammered. Had she asked for too much or too little? She didn’t really want to be asking for anything. She wanted to find Brend and strangle him. Did he really think that she didn’t love him? After everything they’d already been through?

“I agree,” the Dowager said finally. “On the condition that I shall provide to you only the information you require and nothing you might use to harm me or my interests.”

“Your interests?”

“As I stated, Lady Shield, my objective is and always has been to return to Fifthold and complete what I began all those years ago. If any of the ‘honest’ answers you request should contain information that you might utilize to interfere with my work, then I retain the right to keep said information from you.”

She didn’t like the sound of that, but then again she wasn’t comfortable with this situation in the first place. She’d only wanted to learn who the other Blinky-zombie was and where she might find it. Instead she’d been treated to the Dowager’s manifesto and gotten into a brawl with her fiancé. 

“I agree with a condition of my own,” she said, “that you never attempt to make me your servant or to control me in any way.”

The Dowager smiled a rather venomous smile. “Why dear girl, there’s no need for that. My grandson’s earnest, if not ill-advised, love for you has quite prevented me from bringing you into my employ.” Her hand again touched the place where her hypnotic ring had once been. “And I have waited so very long . . .”

“Do you agree?”

The Dowager heaved a sigh. “If that is your condition, then I must.”

“Good. Did you create any other creatures like Chelle with bits of the Whisperer?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“Like Chelle? Only one.”

“Who?”

“I doubt you would know him. He has been in my employ for many years and had very little left of himself to prevent the transplant from taking root. His name was Slate.”

“Why did you do it? Why Chelle?”

“She was not your friend, if that’s what grieves you about her passing. She was quite willing to break her promise and trade your freedom for her soul. As for the why . . . As I stated, the Preserver made me an offer, the nature of which is not your privilege to know. And that hollow creature you refer to as Chelle owed me a debt, and not just for her immortality. But in this way, she was able to pay her debt.”

Olli remembered Chelle’s last fragmented words and something clicked. “She was in love with your husband.”

“She thought so yes.” The Dowager smiled that snake smile of hers.

Olli licked her lips. “She said he loved her.”

The Dowager’s eyes flashed. “As was intended.”

“You mean, you knew?”

“Knew? Orchestrated, is a better word. Convincing a creature like that to give over a piece of her soul is no small task, I assure you. Take note, Lady Shield, seduction is quite a reliable means to persuade even the most powerful of beings to do things that they might never before have considered.”

“Good to know. Where can I find this Slate?”

“Undoubtedly, he has not gone far. And I feel certain he will find you.”

“Does that mean you don’t know where he is?”

“No creature of that sort, not under my command, can cross the fence. Here, we are safe from it.”

Olli’s breath caught. “Your family too?”

“Of course. This house is young Brend’s. As the heir, it all belongs to him.”

The wheels in Olli’s head ground into motion. “What about the fence at the other house, can that be repaired?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what Booker was doing?”

“He did not consult me on the matter, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I assume he was looking for answers, my girl. Much like you. As they say, desperate times . . .” 

“He was looking for a way to destroy the door between this world and the old one.”

“Is that so? How foolish.”

“Are you saying it’s not possible?”

The Dowager tilted her head, studying Olli from the corner of her eyes. “Anything is possible. But advisable? I think not.”

“Is that what you told Brend’s mother when she came to you?”

“I told her that it was possible to transfer the responsibility of Keeper from one to another, but that she would not be able to achieve it. Magic of that sort is reserved for a select few.”

“Like you?”

“Not that I would ever attempt it, but no, even I could not take up the burden. That is why my husband was the one who attempted the transfer of power from the Guardian. Blood is the most powerful magic, Lady Shield. He was born a Keeper. In his blood is magic of that select variety. Sadly, Brend’s mother was not born a Keeper, so her attempts will fail. But she will attempt just the same. For her children’s sake.”

Olli’s legs began to twitch. She needed to leave. “You told Brend there was no way to bring her back, was that true?”

“At the time, it seemed to be true. Who could’ve known there was a Shield in our midst?”

Olli stopped tapping her toe. “Why does it matter if I’m a Shield? What does that have to do with bringing Brend’s mom back?”

The Dowager smiled her thin smile again. Olli hated that smile.

“Everything, Lady Shield. Everything.”
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Olli took the steps two at a time.

“Your Shield is malleable,” the Dowager had said, “it may be shaped however you wish it. With the proper skill and no small degree of fortitude, a Shield could place herself within the doorway, forcing it open long enough for a person to pass through.”

So I’m not just a Shield, I’m a multi-tool.

The door still wouldn’t open until the next Keeper was called, but it would stay open for a day or until Brend went through. At that point anyone could pass through it, the Dowager had told her. Though obviously, no one had ever given the Dowager a call when the door opened.

The Dowager’s serving wench was nowhere to be found, but Olli didn’t need a tour guide. She headed straight up the stairs and out the door. 

She couldn’t tell which was more uncomfortable, the heat of the house or the tacky warm drizzle outside. 

Engine running, the front doors of the SUV stood open. From the stoop, Hope watched with her hand on her head, as Roper and Brend tussled in the glow of the headlights. She looked at Olli with pleading eyes.

Olli handed Hope her shield and Brend’s sword and charged into the driveway. But if she was worried about how she was going to break it up, she didn’t have to. Brend flung Roper aside before Olli reached them. Roper stumbled into the grass on the far side of the driveway, blood running from his nose, his eye swelling. 

Brend saw her approaching and reached for a sword that wasn’t there. 

She stopped in mid-stride. “Really? Is that your answer to everything now? Stab, stab. Kill, kill. Guards, Brend, have you gone completely out of your mind?”

Brend’s hair had come loose in the fight, he shoved it back, giving her a look that she’d thought he reserved solely for the Dowager. But she put up her Shield against it. Her heart already hurt enough.

Brend seized her arm and dragged her, backpedalling, away from the lights of the house and the car. He released her, flinging her away.

“Are you in service to the Dowager?” he asked.

She stumbled back a few steps. “Damn it, Brend—”

“If you are, you’re obliged to tell me. I’m the heir to the Iron Gate of Fifthold, you cannot lie to me.”

“‘I’m the heir to the Iron Gate of Fifthold?’” she repeated. “Well, you’re also an idiot. Do you know that? I didn’t stop you from murdering her because I’m serving her. I stopped you from murdering her because you’re not a murderer.”

“Answer the question!”

“No! I’m not working for her. You really think that I lied to you? That I don’t really—” 

Then he was kissing her. Urgently, like he needed to breathe life back into her. She hardly knew what was happening before he pulled back, one hand gripping her arm, the other pressing against the small of her back, holding her to him. She could feel the blood coursing through him. His forehead rested against hers.

“Are you crazy, is that it?” she said, breathless. “You can tell me. There are drugs for that, you know.”

“I just—” He ran his thumb over her face. “I might be going crazy.”

Stupid in-love feelings. She should’ve been able to be annoyed with him for a few seconds longer.

“I thought you couldn’t go crazy when you’re already mad.”

The faintest of smiles passed over his lips, the shadow of a shadow. She kissed him again. She wanted to stay there, tasting his lips and absorbing his heat, feeling his hands on her—wanting her—but the idiot pulled back.

“You should’ve let me kill her.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But then she wouldn’t have been able to tell me—”

“Shield!” Daniel ran up the driveway from the direction of the garage, spear in hand.

She turned, stepping in front of Brend.

Daniel came to a halt. Drops of water glistened on the spikes of his hair. The smooth rhythm of his quick breaths spoke to the Shield in her. The taut pressure in her chest expanded in response. The silent conversation seemed as natural as the drizzling mist blurring the world around them.

Daniel’s eyes flicked from her to Brend. He drew the short sword at his hip. Close behind her, Brend tensed.

Then Daniel bowed.

“It’s near,” he said. “Do you feel it?”

She searched herself. Since the Dowager had done her Dr. Frankenstein bit on Blinky, her senses had been scrambled. She hadn’t gone into full Shield-mode with the Chelle-zombie until it was practically right in front of her. But once Daniel said it, she knew he was right.

“Pap—” she started.

“Just got a text from him. He and Nate will sweep around and drive it to us.” He gestured with his sword towards the road beyond the trees. His gaze locked on her. “Are you ready?”

No. Not really.

“You don’t need her,” Brend said.

Daniel rested the flat of his sword on his shoulder. It seemed like a stupid place to put it, so close to his throat, but he looked at ease. “Are you volunteering, Your Royal Highness?”

“No, he’s not,” she said.

Daniel smirked. “Once you two lovers have hashed it out, I’ll be down there, killing a monster if either of you care to join me.” He bowed again. “Sir.”

He strode by them, down the driveway, picking up speed until he was running.

“I don’t trust him,” Brend said.

“Obviously.”

“Do you?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I have to go with him though.”

“No, you don’t. You heard what she said, you’re the one it wants.”

“That’s right. It’ll come right to me, better now when Pap, Daniel and”—was she really going to say it?—“Nate are here to help me than later on when they’re not. We can end this now.”

And then maybe I can get some sleep and a real meal and we can we pretend we’re a normal couple for a few minutes.

“Then I’m coming with you.”

“No.”

“Try to stop me.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

He stood there, not budging.

She threw her hand up in the air. “What do I have to do to convince you to stay here?”

“Not go.”

She might’ve screamed, but Shield-mode was powering up. And she didn’t need super-vision to see that his jaw-lock was engaged.

“Fine,” she said, starting back towards the car where Hope and Roper huddled inside. “But do me a favor. Don’t try to be the hero, that’s my job.”
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“Good idea,” Daniel called from the cover of the trees. “Stand in the road, the more visible the better. Our boy will sniff you out in no time.”

She stalked off the road, slip-stepping down the muddy embankment. “Do you want our help or not?”

“Not actually. But I’ve been stuck with Locke and Fisher, you two can’t be any worse,” he said from the shadows, “I hope.”

Brend stood at the edge of the roadside above them. 

“Did Pap tell you what we’re dealing with?” she asked.

Daniel looked away from her. “I talked to the doctor while your boyfriend was pummeling his brother. Oh, pardon me, fiancé.”

Olli touched the tree he hid behind. A slimy tickle crawled down her palm. She pulled her hand away, flapping it and shuddering. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said, not about to admit she was grossed out by insects of all varieties. “What do you have against Brend anyway?” she said in a whisper.

“Besides the fact that he’s an arrogant prick?” He shifted, his shoulder butting against the tree as he leaned towards her. “A better question might be why you like him so much. Is it the car? I thought you had better sense.”

“We’re engaged to protect me from your old hag’s magic tricks. And how would you know how much sense I have? Since I came here, you’ve barely acknowledged my existence.”

“I didn’t know you needed so much coddling.”

“You didn’t know I was a Shield, is what you mean. Tell the truth, if you had known, you would’ve been a lot more interested in me, like you were in Nate.”

“If I’d known you were going to be suckered into falling for some bratty rich kid, I would’ve kept a closer eye on you, true.” He glared over the top of her head at Brend, who didn’t seem to be able to see them as he squinted down into the trees, searchingly. “He’s the heir, Olli. He’s next. Going back to the old world with him, that’s just crazy. You’re not trained, you don’t know back from front and . . . you’re sixteen.”

“I’ll be—”

Daniel put his hand on her shoulder. “Listen to me. I know you. I was there when Pap started calling you Lil’ Engine. That night when you refused to go to bed, determined you were going to tie your laces by yourself and fell sleep with your face in your shoe and your butt in the air. I was the one who sat with you for hours and showed you over and over how to do it.”

“I remember,” she said softly.

“That next morning, when you woke up with lace-face, you could tie them perfectly. I told you then that if you slowed down and slept on it, you’d get it and you did. But you’re just the same now as you were then. You fix on something and then you refuse to listen to sense. You’re right. I should’ve paid you more attention. I was too focused on readying Nate. I’ve spent the last month with that kid, teaching him, training him, and he’s nowhere near ready, not for any of this. So don’t try to tell me that you are. Because I can see, clear as daylight, you’re not. Not for fighting, not for leaving, and not for being married.”

She let out a heavy sigh. “Sometimes things happen whether you’re ready for them or not.”

Daniel let go of her shoulder and took his spear in both hands. “If he really cared about you, he wouldn’t let you go anywhere near the Iron Gate.”

“I’m not giving him a choice.”

Daniel looked about to argue, but then they both froze. In the distance, footfalls pounded through trees, leaves rustling, branches snapping, moving faster and faster. She strained to determine how near they were and from what direction they came.

“I’d get your boyfriend out of here,” Daniel muttered.

“He’s the one who killed Chelle.”

Daniel lifted an eyebrow. “So he’s not completely useless.”

“It’ll come for me,” she said. 

“If that’s so, then get back on the road. We’ll have a clear shot at it up there.”

She nodded and trudged back up the embankment. 

“Can you even see me?” she asked, standing a few feet behind Brend. No streetlights. No moon or stars. Not even the house lights broke through the cover of the trees.

He turned towards her. “I can now.”

“You shouldn’t be out here.” She returned to his side. “It’s pitch black and—”

She started to distinguish the approaching footfalls now. Two sets of them, neither light enough to be Nate—Pap was in pursuit. She wanted to be relieved Pap was back in action, especially after how emotionless he’d been around the Dowager. She feared that the Dowager had done something to him, worse than what she’d already done by making him her servant. But at the moment, all she could feel was her inner Shield growing and growing.

“Please go back inside the fence,” she said, turning her back to him and facing the approaching Blinky-zombie.

“You first,” Brend said, drawing his sword.

“Daniel,” she called in a whisper.

“Stay there,” he hissed from the darkness.

She stepped back, keeping Brend close enough to feel the heat radiating off of him. “They’re coming from there.” She pointed, though she wasn’t sure he could see her. “Pap’s right behind him.”

At least, that’s how it sounded.

“How far?”

She closed her eyes, attempting to put some measure to the distance that the Shield in her understood instinctively. “A few minutes.”

“Do we have a plan, or is this going to be like last time?”

“At least we survived last time.”

“Not reassuring.”

A sharp whistle pierced the air. Pap signaling. Daniel took off.

“Daniel!” she called after him. Daniel whipped through the forest much faster than anyone with a career-ending knee injury should have been capable of—gone. She guessed the knee injury had probably just been a cover story to explain why Daniel couldn’t leave town.

“What’s happening now?”

“Ssshhh.” Her free hand touched his chest. She held her shield out in front of her. 

Daniel ran faster than the other two, racing to intercept. One of the runners hesitated, stalling as Daniel approached—the Blinky-zombie. It changed direction. Pap’s pace slackened too. Daniel picked up speed and shouted. She could hear grunts and yells as the fight began. Her hand tightened around Brend’s shirt, twisting it. She wanted to help, but couldn’t leave Brend. 

A series of dull thumps followed—fists hitting flesh maybe, breath being knocked away. Steel struck wood—Daniel’s sword, or Pap’s, hitting a tree. Daniel cursed. A hard crack made her heart stop, like a branch hitting a stone, or a skull. Then something thudded on the earth—someone falling, hard. Her teeth set on edge as a second of silence followed.

Then, whispers. Footsteps running fast through the muck, sucking and squishing. The Blinky-zombie was on the move and no one seemed to be following.

She pushed Brend towards the open gate.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

“Nothing good,” she said. The gate wasn’t far, fifty feet. She continued to propel him backwards. If nothing else, she could shove him through at the last minute. The last minute? Right, the last one before she died. Happy thoughts.

She was tempted to take Brend’s sword from him. Not that she had any idea how to use it. But after her Shield had proven useless against Chelle, she really didn’t have much of a choice. Daniel was right, she wasn’t ready. She hadn’t thought this through. She’d been determined to kill the last bit of Blinky, but hadn’t stopped to think how she was going to do it. 

Her thoughts kept returning to what the Dowager had said about making her Shield into a wedge to hold open the door between worlds. She’d said Olli could control the shape of her power. Brend had said that too. He’d said she could make it into a wall or a weapon.

But who was she kidding? She didn’t have control over it. Up to this point, it had been controlling her. 

The footfalls clodded and thumped, snapping and rustling—

She stopped shy of the gate, spinning back towards the road.

—whomp!

Blinky leapt onto the road only a few long strides away.

Whispers, a hundred times over.

Eyes flashing.

The man possessed by Blinky was long armed and short legged, like he’d been a monkey in the old world, or a runt troll. His chest was sunken and his chin, nonexistent. His hair was like a dead-cat glued to his head. The Dowager certainly hadn’t sacrificed her best-looking servant.

Blinky-man charged. This time, Brend shoved her aside. 

She hit the black-top and rolled, once, twice.

She looked back in time to see Brend’s head smack against the road, Blinky-man on top of him. The sword clattered and clanged away, down the embankment. 

Scrambling to her feet, she threw her weight behind her shield and shoved him off Brend. She and the Blinky-man toppled and tumbled in a tangle. Each of them tore and grappled for the other, the shield between them. Her inner Shield pounded like a fist against a door, but she couldn’t see the use of setting it loose. It would only exhaust her.

Blinky-man grabbed the edges of her shield and yanked her up and down, smashing her against the street. Pain seared through her arm like hot oil. She screamed as she landed in a crumple, clutching her arm in agony. The shield fell away.

Brend charged at him. Blinky-man chucked the shield at Brend, knocking him back a few steps. The shield landed with a dull metallic crack. 

As she rolled onto her side, the man picked Brend up by the shirt and tossed him from the road, down the opposite embankment. Then he reached over the side of the road. When he stood up, he held Brend’s sword. He turned to her, eyes strobing.

Could whisperers laugh?

Any time, Shield.

Sure. Any time for what though?

She rose to her knees, trying to visualize the force in her chest, like a bubble of energy. At the same time Blinky-man strode towards her, smiling. One step and then another. 

A few more and the sword would be buried between her eyes. 

Be a weapon, Shield.

But how could a shield be a weapon? Could she bash Blinky-man over the head with it—but isn’t that basically what her burst did? She needed to think faster than she was, but she couldn’t get the shape of the shield out of her head. What was a shield? A disc. A big metal disc . . . like a saw.

Blinky-man swung the sword up.

Be a spinning disc of metal. Be a saw.

The pressure spun out of her almost as soon as the thought popped into her head, slicing invisible through the air. And right through Blinky’s host.

He hung in front of her, sword raised, and then his torso toppled. 

His legs followed.





Chapter 34


“Hell.” Daniel knelt next to her, laying down his spear, staring at the bifurcated body and massive pool of blood still spreading across the road.

She inhaled sharply when he touched her shoulder. Her right arm dangled at her side.

“Hold still,” he said.

“Wait—”

He gripped her shoulder and shoved her arm back into joint. She screamed, nearly blacking out. So much for super-human, pain-numbing powers. 

“That’s going to hurt for a while,” he said.

She doubled over, dry heaving. “You think?”

He clapped her on the back. “You’ll survive.” He scanned the road. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

For a moment, she forgot her pain. “I don’t know.”

Daniel pushed up, crossing the road, plodding right through the blood. He stopped at the edge. “I found him.”

She gritted her teeth, standing. “How is he?”

“He’s fine.” Daniel side-stepped down the embankment. With a few grunts, he dragged Brend up to the road. “Out cold,” he announced as he let Brend sprawl on the pavement. “Where’s Pap?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him. What happened to you?”

“Knocked out.” He touched the back of his head, wincing. She couldn’t tell if the dark splotches that came away on his fingertips were mud or blood—or both. “I didn’t see it coming. Don’t know why he didn’t just kill me. Must’ve been in a rush to get to you and prince prat.”

She skirted the pool of blood, cradling her throbbing arm. “A big rush? How much more time would it have taken to kill you? A couple of seconds?” She crouched beside Brend and placed her hand on his chest. His heartbeat was slow but strong. 

Her Shield powers drained away, only her night vision was hanging on.

Daniel inspected the body, both halves. “You did good, Shield.”

She met his eye. “I don’t feel good.”

“Your boyfriend . . . fiancé is still alive, isn’t he?”

She sagged. “Do you really hate him?”

He touched the back of his head again, wincing. “Pretty much.”

“Why?”

His face absorbed the shadows around them. “Do you remember my parents?”

“No.”

“I doubt he does either.” Daniel notched his chin towards Brend. “But they died protecting him.”

Her mind went blank. “I didn’t know.”

“My mom didn’t have to be involved. She wasn’t a Speare, but it was because of him. Because he was screaming and crying and couldn’t save himself. She threw herself in the way. Killing her was enough of a distraction for Pap to save him.”

“I’m sorry, Daniel,” she said. “But he was just a little kid—”

“It’s not about that. I’m proud of how they died. With honor. But you wouldn’t know it, the way they act. The way he acts. Like his life’s terrible because his family has to make sacrifices. Like the rest of us haven’t made sacrifices.”

Brend groaned, eyes fluttering.

“Maybe we should all go to the hospital,” she said.

Rustle, rustle, crunch, crunch.

She and Daniel looked up as Pap emerged from the trees, climbing up onto the roadway a good distance from them. 

“What happened?” Daniel called to him.

“Hit,” Pap grunted, walking towards them slowly. He rubbed his head and semi-turned. His clothes clung to his back, soaked in mud.

Olli frowned. She’d only heard one person fall, but they’d been a long way off, it was hard to know what she’d heard exactly—she guessed. 

Brend mumbled as he regained consciousness. She kept her hand on his chest.

“Where’s Nate?” she asked Pap.

“He’s coming now,” Daniel answered, pointing over her head in the opposite direction that Pap had come from. “Lump misses out on all the action.”

She couldn’t hear Nate coming, but that was to be expected. Even her night-vision was dimming.

Pap stood over the lower half of the Blinky-zombie, surveying the remains.

“Shield did it,” Daniel explained.

Pap’s gaze seemed to flick up to her, but she couldn’t see him clearly as the darkness and waves of exhaustion piled up on her.

“Did you know a Shield could do that?” Daniel asked. 

Pap gave a noncommittal grunt. His hand reached up towards his throat, probably for the ring that wasn’t there anymore . . . except he caught something and held it. She could still see his hand moving back and forth, just like it used to when he ran Annora’s ring over its necklace.

Nate burst out of the woods, panting. He held a spear in one hand. His sword was still slung at hip.

“Aww,” he said. “Did I miss it?”

“You didn’t miss anything,” she said, grateful that Nate hadn’t been near when the Blinky-zombie attacked. She glanced down at Brend and then back at Pap. “Pap, don’t you carry a spear?”

Pap stopped moving.

“Don’t you know, Shield? He always has a spear, in here,” Nate said, tapping his chest.

She didn’t know if he meant that metaphorically or if Pap had a power like hers and could conjure up invisible weapons. “Sorry, Nate. I didn’t get the handbook.”

But she couldn’t help but notice how Daniel frowned at Pap.

“Wow. Did you do this, sis?” Nate treaded around the blood. He turned to her, his smile bright enough to see clear through the blackness. “Wicked.”
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“We’re going to the hospital,” Hope insisted—again.

“I’m fine,” Daniel grumped, cringing as Hope applied antiseptic to the back of his head. They were still on the road, although much less alone.

The entire police force and most of the town milled around the blood-drenched remains of the one who had been called Slate. No one seemed to be crying over his loss. Somehow, word must’ve spread that the last of the threat had been dealt with, because no one looked nervous about being there. The majority of people, behind the police barriers, craned their necks to get a peek at the scene: congealed blood stamped with shoe-prints, hastily covered remains—both halves of them. Olli and the family stood half-hidden behind various vehicles. 

After one of the paramedics had put her arm in a sling, she realized she’d lost sight of Brend. He’d been at the ambulance with them, but once Hope finished asking him a series of questions to check for a concussion, he’d vanished.

She walked away from the scene, back towards the gate, leaving the flashing lights and salty scent of blood behind. Parked just inside the gate, she spotted Hope’s SUV. The back hatch stood open. Dim light pushed against the surrounding darkness. Two shadows sat in the cargo area.

Brend glanced over his shoulder, through the window. He murmured to Roper, who turned his face away as Olli rounded the back of the car—was he crying? If so, there was no sign of it when he looked at her again.

“What’s going on?” she asked, eyeing Roper more closely. His left eye had swollen shut, but his grin was as effortless as ever.

“I was just trying to convince my brother that post-victory sex is the best kind, wouldn’t you agree, Shield?”

“When have you ever won anything?” Brend asked.

His grin remained, but something about his normally light eyes seemed to darken. “Never.” 

Brend grabbed his brother’s shoulder and shook him a little. “Get out of here.”

Roper bowed his head and left without a word. 

Olli watched him shuffle past the gates.

“What was that all about?”

Brend sat, damp and mud-crusted, in the back of the SUV, his arms crossed tight over his chest. Even though the night was balmy, he seemed to shiver.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“Exhausted,” she said. “You?”

He nodded and stared down at the ground, wet strands of hair hanging over his face. “I’ve been thinking.”

She sighed. “About?”

“I want you to know that if . . . you change your mind, it’s okay.”

As tired as she was, she still found the energy to be annoyed. “Change my mind about what?”

“Any of it. All of it.”

She moved closer to him. “I’m not changing my mind about anything.”

He shifted back, Mr. Misery Returns. “Maybe I wish you would.”

Her heart began to beat too fast, painfully. A barrage of emotions came at her, all of them pummeling. She resisted their push and pull, and their call to bash him over the head. “Can’t we talk about this tomorrow?”

“It is tomorrow,” he said. 

“Brend—”

“How many times have you almost died this last week, Olli?”

“I stopped counting.”

He snorted, humorless. “I heard what your cousin said.”

Her stomach dropped. “Oh.”

“He was right. I’ve been selfish. I haven’t been thinking about anyone else. About their sacrifices. I haven’t been honest with myself either. Even when I thought I was the only one who was being honest.”

“What haven’t you been honest about?”

“About how it’s okay for you to come back with me to Fifthold because you’re a Shield and it’s your duty, and I let you because I’m in love with you and I want you with me.”

“What part of that isn’t true?”

“What’s true, what’s really true, is that you were right. I’m scared. And the only time I feel anything resembling courage is when you’re with me. That’s why I agreed to let you return with me, because I’m afraid. I’m afraid that if I go alone, I won’t last eleven minutes, let alone eleven years.”

She touched his arm. His skin was chilled. “You’re afraid, so what? That seems pretty reasonable to me. And if my going makes you less afraid, good.”

“I can’t let you give up your life just so I can feel better about losing mine,” he said, tear-glimmers in his eyes. “That’s too selfish. I don’t want you to go with me.”

She let her hand drop. “Now you are lying.”

“No, I’m not.”

She could tell by the death tremors in his voice that some altruistic part of him was telling the truth. But she wasn’t about to hear it.

“What do you think’s going to happen if you leave and I stay here?” she asked. “You think I’m just going to go back about my business? Back to high school? Writing essays and taking math tests? Hanging out on Friday nights? Flirting with some other guy? Is that what you think?”

“Sounds good to me,” he said in a voice that sounded anything but good.

“Well, that’s not what would happen. Booker told me to keep looking for the answer. He told me not to let you give up. And that’s what I would do. That’s what I will do. I will spend every minute of every day trying to find a way to free you, to restore the Guardian, to shut the door, whatever the answer is, whatever it takes to save you. Because the old witch was right, I’m not some mindless tool. I may be a Shield, but I’m not just going to stand around and watch you die. There is an alternative. There’s a way to end this, and I am going to find it. I’m not leaving you and you’re not leaving me, so stop trying to ditch me and just accept it.”

He fell quiet. When he finally looked up at her, his eyes were dark and wet, like the blood-soaked road behind them.

“Are you scared, Shield?”

“Not ever.”

He smiled a little. “Promise?”

“What’s the word?”

He took her hand and kissed the back of it. Girl puddle.

He drew her to him. She slid into the back of the SUV, leaning against him. His arm wrapped around her. He kissed her temple and the edge of her ear. His breath, warm on her cheek, and the steady rhythm of his pulse lulled her. She’d meant what she’d said. She was going to find a way to save him. Her eyes drooped.  

As she began to fall, down and down, into sleep, she thought she heard him say,

“I’m sorry, Olli.”

She’d thought it was the beginning of a dream, but then, she woke up.





Chapter 35

Whoop-whoop!

The yelp of the police cruiser ripped her out of sleep. That and her Shield-powers kicking into high gear. Shooting up, her forehead smacked against the roof edge of the SUV. She swore, but the burst of pain dulled quickly under the influence of her Shield.

Beside her was a Gates, but not the one who should’ve been there.

Roper blinked with his one blink-able eye, groaning as he sat up. “What time is it?”

“Where’s Brend?” she asked, on her feet, scanning the road. Gray light slipped through the branches overhead. The clouds were thick, promising more rain. An earthen rot stench hung in the air, along with the faintest traces of blood, metallic.

Roper rubbed the sleep from his good eye and then grinned weakly at her. “Did I tell you how much I like that shirt?”  

Before she could ask again, he tugged his pushed-up sleeve down, but not fast enough. She seized his arm.

He tensed, ripping away. But not fast enough. She’d seen it. The wings. He was the new heir, which meant . . . 

Her blood seized in her veins.

“Son of a bitch.” She ripped off her sling, tossing it aside, and took off running.

“Shield! Stop!” Roper called after her. 

But she wasn’t going to stop. Brend was the Keeper now, he’d been called, and he was going to leave without her. That was enough to bring her to a boiling rage, but she hadn’t told him what the Dowager had said about his mother. If he went through the door, it would close behind him, and Brend’s mom really would be stuck there. 

As she came to the main road, someone caught her arm, swinging her around. Most of the cars and on-lookers were gone. A firefighter stood with a water hose, spraying blood off the pavement. As the water struck, pink froth boiled up and sheeted away.

“Where you off to?” Daniel asked.

She tore her arm from his grip. “Brend’s leaving.”

Daniel gazed at her coolly.

She backed away. “You know.”

“Pap gave him a ride.”

“Pap?” Her Shield slammed against her chest, on the verge of bursting. But why? Sure, Brend was going to the gate, but that shouldn’t have set off her Shield. After all, that’s why she had Shield-powers in the first place. To make sure Brend didn’t bail on his responsibilities as Keeper.

“Might be he’s not so bad,” Daniel said. “Leaving you behind, that’s the right thing to do.”

“Something’s wrong,” she said, still backing up. “Don’t you feel it?”

But then, she could see he did. Even in the pale light, his skin radiated a warm honeyed glow. His deep brown eyes burned with amber light. So why wasn’t he moving? 

“The Whisperer’s dead,” he said, like he didn’t trust his own instincts. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m supposed to stay—”

Olli turned and raced down the wet, winding road. Then up a hill, gritting her teeth. Down again. Around. Feet pounding the road, lungs burning, crying for more air.

Her inner compass led her back to the Gateses’ house. Up the drive. Past the magnolia, dressed in white.

She ripped open the front door and slipped on the wet tile. She crashed on her butt, cutting her hand on a shard of glass. 

She swore as blood ran down her arm. As she pushed herself up, she heard a sound so faint—maybe she’d imagined it. But then it came again . . .

Whispers. 

She shoved herself back onto her feet and rushed down the landings, moving as fast as she could over the slick steps, until she reached the metal vase. 

The wall behind stood ajar. Beyond, a dark passage.

Then she heard another sound. Metal striking stone. A sword. Someone fighting.

She slid through the passage and found herself racing down an even steeper set of stairs, wider, carved of stone. Dim caged sconces lined the walls of rough-cut stone, their wiring exposed. More landings and hallways. She caught glimpses of doors, modern riveted-metal ones, ancient-looking wooden ones. The doors passed, little more than dark blurs, that is, until a ray of reflected light shone at her like a beacon. She caught the edge of the wall, stopping her momentum. Her foot teetered on the edge of the step. 

At the end of the short hallway, a massive wooden door stood open. Within its shadows, a glint of swords mounted on the wall. 

The armory.

In the far distance, echoing up the stairwell to her ears, another clang of metal. And another shriek from the Whisperer. She hoped that its screams meant it was losing the fight.

She charged into the armory, tore the first shield she saw off the wall, and raced back out. Behind her, in the house above, she heard voices, but she tuned them out, turning all of her focus to the sounds of the fight below. 

Down the stairs again, leaping from landing to landing. The shield’s armband was too big and cut against her forearm with each step.

Had another Whisperer come through? How? It took them time to take form in this world. Could a second one have come through with Blinky all those months ago? Or . . . if it wasn’t a new Whisperer, then was another piece of Blinky left? Someone else the witch had infected?

“Lying bitch,” she huffed as she came, finally, to the bottom. 

Two massive doors stood open to her right, she ran into a rough stone tunnel. Water dripped from the ceiling, down the curve of the walls, collecting in puddles on the floor, trickling into iron grates. Dank mildew putrefied the air. But more familiar scents cut through the rankness, smoky-sweet like espresso and chocolate, sun-warmed leather—Brend.  And another scent, astringent aftershave, citrusy—Pap.

Her thoughts ran almost as fast as her legs. Pap had brought Brend here. He would protect Brend against whoever the Dowager had—

“No.” The word slipped out on her breath. She pushed her legs to move faster. Gravity helped, hooking her and pulling her down the slope of the tunnel. 

Tears burned her cheeks. She should’ve known. Pap had been acting so strange. At the Dowager’s he wouldn’t even look at her. Was that because he was afraid she’d see his eyes flashing?

But he helped hunt down Slate, a small voice in her cried.

No, he hadn’t really helped at all. He’d whistled for Daniel and then disappeared. He’d drawn Daniel away, he’d probably been the one who’d hit Daniel over the head even. When he’d finally appeared, he’d spoken, but barely. He’d kept his distance from her, even though she was injured. That wasn’t like him. That wasn’t like him at all.

The Dowager had punished him for keeping the truth about Olli a secret.

She’d infected his soul with a piece of the Whisperer. 

Olli couldn’t run fast enough. The tunnel seemed to stretch on forever.

The clangor of the fight came to her clearly now. Two swords, crashing against each other. Ragged breaths, shoes scraping across stone, grunts, and above all, whisper-whisper-whispers. 

The Dowager hadn’t told Olli the truth because she didn’t have to. That had been her condition. She would tell Olli the truth so far as it didn’t interfere with her plans. But how was this part of the plan? Giving up Pap to Blinky? Wasn’t he worth more than that?

Olli’s fury drove her, coal on her flames. When she saw that old woman again . . .

Ahead another set of massive wooden doors appeared.

She knew she couldn’t harm a Gates, but what about a Speare?

It’s not him anymore, Mirror Girl told her. It’s the monster. Pap is dead. That old witch killed him. And the first chance we get, we’re going to kill her—somehow. 

The doors loomed before her, ajar. She couldn’t slow her momentum. She banged into one of the doors, shoving it open and knocking into someone. She heard a grunt and clatter of metal against stone. 

She stumbled to a halt. The circular room was cave-like, more exposed-wires and metal-caged lights. Brend lay on the ground, eyes rolling back in his head.

Damn.

She swung her shield up just in time. Pap’s sword slammed against the bronze, clanging. She stumbled back from the force of the blow. 

Pap pulled back. His eyes flashed. Black, then white, then black. A hundred whispers hissed at her. A ring dangled around his neck, glittering like it had been carved all from diamond—the Dowager’s ring.

He came at her again, forcing her back towards the center of the room. Then he turned on his heel, raising his sword over Brend, still semi-conscious on the floor.

She rushed at Pap, throwing all her weight behind her shield. But Pap’s body was thick and balanced low. She didn’t knock him over as she’d hoped she would. Instead she drove him back against the door. A deafening thud rang as the door slammed shut, his body pinned to it. 

As soon as his back hit the wood, he shoved against her shield, propelling her towards the middle of the room where the floor dipped like a big drain.

He came at her again, sword raised. She threw her shield up, but at the last second, he swung the sword around. She couldn’t shift fast enough. The sword thunked against the edge of the shield and sliced into her exposed left arm.

She screamed. Bright agony flared through her super-power pain-veil. Blood ran hot down her arm. 

He raised his sword again. This time, he drove it down on top of her, forcing her to bend her knee and almost lose control of her shield completely. The edge of the metal cuff cut into her arm.

Her inner Shield pressed against her breastbone, but she couldn’t use it. Not if Brend was going back. Not if the door was open, though if it was here, she couldn’t see it. She had to save what she had for Brend’s mom. Besides that, she didn’t want to slice Pap in two. She knew it wasn’t him, not really, not anymore, but still . . . she couldn’t. 

He slammed the sword down again. Whisperers cheered him on as every strike pushed her deeper into her knees. Pains lanced thru her, like cracks of lightning waking up the neighborhood, one by one.

“Stop!” 

The cry halted Pap’s attack long enough for her to push to her feet again, swaying, dizzy, and breathless. She staggered.

Daniel stood in the doorway, sweat-soaked and huffing. His spear rose, but he didn’t seem to know where to point it. Confusion dug deeper onto his face as he looked from her to Pap and back again. Behind him, another figure ran at them—Roper.

Brend groaned, still on the ground.

“Pap?” Daniel asked.

She panted. “It’s . . . not . . .”

Pap spun, sword arcing towards her. She flung her shield up, though it felt like a block of concrete tied to her arm. The sword struck the metal and stuck. She stumbled back, into the middle of the room, dragging him with her . . . down and down and down . . .





Chapter 36

Her head thumped against the ground. 

A second later, Pap crushed down on top of her. She wriggled free, kicking him in the face as she pulled out from under him. The ground gave and shifted underfoot. She twisted, struggling to stand, kicking up black sprays. Sand. Black sand. 

A distant voice shouted something. She staggered to her feet and turned to face Pap, her shield raised.

He hurried to his feet as well, but he didn’t come at her. Behind him, a vast violet ocean rolled in, drowning out the whisper-whisper-whispers. A chilly breeze swirled like a curious child around her, smelling of salt and fish and breaking her out in goose bumps.  The molten crown of the sun peeked over the horizon, lighting the bellies of the clouds hot pink.

Pap sneered, crouching. His flashing gaze slid past her, over her shoulder.

She glanced behind her, turning so she could keep one eye on Pap and the other on—

She almost dropped her shield.

“Dad?”

Long, gray-streaked strands of hair cut across his face, but it was his face. Even aged eleven years, she’d spent enough time staring at the pictures in the hall to know those features. Nate really did look like him. Same broad cheeks, almond-shaped eyes, same crimp in his eyebrow when he was dubious, or shocked.

His spear lowered slightly. “Olli?”

Pap surged at her again. She tried to block him, but was too slow, again. He slipped behind her. His arm cinched tight around her neck. She drove the edge of her shield against his side, but he seized the shield and wrested it from her, flinging it away. She clawed at his arm.

Her dad lifted his spear again, but hesitated. “Pa?”

Olli gurgled, wanting to tell him that it wasn’t Pap, but couldn’t get the breath to do it.

Not far behind him a small crowd of people shifted like they didn’t know what to do. Their loose clothes fluttered in the breeze, bright, rich colors, maroon and indigo and saffron. Except one, she wore white.

She broke from the crowd. Brend had her mouth and sharp, dark eyes.

“Archer, that’s not your father,” she cried as she ran towards them.

“To the Iron Gate,” Blinky said in a rough, forced version of Pap’s voice. If her eyes weren’t already streaming from lack of oxygen, she might’ve cried. This thing wasn’t her grandpa. 

Brend’s mom joined Olli’s dad. 

“Iris . . .” he started.

Iris spoke to the Blinky-zombie. “No.”

“Yes,” Blinky-zombie hissed. “Or Shield dies.” His arm snapped back, crushing her throat. The world, this new world, faded in and out.

“No!” Her dad shouted, holding up his hand. “Release her and I will take you to it.”

Pap’s chokehold loosened just enough for her to gasp. The air sliced her throat as she sucked it down. 

Where was Brend? A part of Olli wanted him to appear and another part of her hoped he was still unconscious on the floor. If he came through, the door would close behind him

This thing needed to die before it could do whatever the Dowager had sent it here to do. She didn’t doubt for a second that’s why it wanted to go to the Iron Gate. The old witch had a plan and she’d sacrificed Pap to make it happen.

If only she had a knife. 

Olli glanced at Iris. Her eyes, Brend’s eyes, met hers, held them and then flicked downwards. Olli followed them. Iris touched the hilt of the dagger tucked into the braided leather belt around her waist. 

Another mind reader.

Olli gathered up her inner Shield. Not too much. Only a little, only just enough.

Blinky-zombie started to speak, “At the gate—”

She released her Shield through her back, straight into his chest, like a punch. He stumbled back, releasing her. Olli fell to her hands and knees. Iris threw her dagger. Olli crawled towards her dad, glancing back.

The dagger struck Pap in the shoulder. Off-target. He ripped it free, blood soaking his button-up plaid, and started towards them.

The spear whisper-whispered through the air and then slid soft and quiet into Pap’s stomach. He lurched. 

He gripped the spear and pulled. Blood gushed, so red it was almost black. The spear dropped into the sand. His eyes flicker-flashed.  For a second, she thought she saw the warm brown hue of her grandpa’s gaze, the smile crinkles around his eyes. And then he fell.

Iris hurried to Olli’s side, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. 

“Be still, you’re injured.” She twisted and started to call to the crowd of onlookers in some other language, but Olli grabbed her arm.

“No, listen. I can take you back.”

Iris tilted her head like she hadn’t heard Olli correctly. 

Her dad knelt in front of her and clasped her face in his rough hands. Tears shone in his eyes, reflecting the fiery orange of the sunrise. He gathered her into a hard hug. She cringed from her various injuries, but didn’t stop him. He smelled like sandalwood and cedar. She closed her eyes and inhaled, her lungs shuddering.

“Archer, she’s hurt.” Iris gently pried his arms from Olli.

“They said you were dead,” Olli said to him when he pulled back.

Her father’s mouth—her mouth—turned down, frowning. “I am dead, Olli-girl.” He shook his head. “In this place, it’s not living, it’s—”

She gripped his wrist. “I can take you back. I can take you both back.”

“That’s not possible,” Iris said.

“It is possible,” Olli said, rising to her feet, “if you’re a Shield.” She looked at her dad, into his burning dark eyes. “I can do it. I can hold the door open. You can go home.”

Iris shook her head. “I don’t understand. Where’s Booker?”

Olli’s heart panged. “He’s not coming.”

“What—?”

The breeze stopped. Everything seemed to stop. Even the waves seemed to hesitate. Olli spun to see Brend falling from the door, which was a glimmer, like a heat wave hanging a foot above the sand. She tore free from her dad and ran past Brend.

“Olli!” he called, reaching for her, but she slipped by.

“I can’t let it close!” She pushed her Shield out as far as she could as she leapt towards the door and—

Stuck. 

She strained against the pressure, pushing and pushing with her Shield, willing it to expand as far as it could. A force, like a straight-line wind, shoved back against her, so hard she couldn’t move and could hardly breathe. Dizzy, stomach churning, her heart rammed against her ribcage. A roar filled her ears, the wind or the ocean, or some furious other-worldly being pissed off that she was messing with its door. 

And then she saw them—Roper and Daniel. In the dim cave, they stared at her, mouths agape. Her eyes slid to her right. Looking up, her dad and Brend and Iris. They stood on the black sand beach, bathed in flaming orange sunlight.

It took all of her concentration to move her arm without dislodging herself. She held her hand out to Brend’s mom.

Iris grabbed Brend, hugged and kissed him, seemed to say something Olli couldn’t hear over the roar, and then she reached up and took Olli’s hand.

Olli hardly felt her touch. Her own body had gone numb, or maybe it was going into shock. All she could feel was the door squeezing against her Shield. 

Iris let go of Olli’s hand. Her long black hair streamed up behind her, her skirts billowed around her waist. She looked as though she was falling, except she hung suspended less than a foot in front of Olli’s face the whole time, until . . . she vanished. Olli looked back into the cave.

Iris landed more gracefully than Olli had done, stumbling a few steps, right into Roper’s arms. 

Olli had done it. Farren had her mom back.

Olli’s gaze slid to her own father, the one she’d thought she’d lost, and then beyond him.

She tried to scream in warning, but couldn’t. The brightly clothed strangers appeared to shout. Her dad and Brend turned just as the Blinky-zombie lunged at Brend. Her dad grabbed the body-snatcher and flung him away from Brend—right into Olli.

The thing that had been Pap slammed into her. Her Shield contracted. The last thing she saw before the fall was her dad reaching out to her and Brend’s too-much gaze. 

And then they were gone.





Chapter 37

This time, she landed on top of the zombie. His head cracked against the stone. His flashing eyes rolled.

“Olli!” Daniel’s hand clamped around her arm and yanked her up, pushing her back into Roper and Iris. Without hesitation, Daniel plunged his spear into Pap’s already bloody body. This time, into his chest. Pap’s body jerked, whispers garbled and wailed and then went silent.

She shook free from Roper’s tentative hold and stood over Pap’s body. His eyes were brown, empty, lightless.

She knelt beside him, closing his eyelids, touching his cheek. His silver stubble scraped her wounded palm. Her fingers trailed down until they came to the chain around his neck and the flashing ring of clear stone. Her hand closed around the ring and tore it from Pap’s neck. 

She looked up. Daniel was ashen. 

“She’ll punish you,” Olli said in a voice she barely recognized, but knew all too well as she’d been hearing it her entire life, Mirror Girl’s voice, “for interfering.”

His eyes overflowed, but were hard as steel. “I know.”

Slowly, she stood.

Roper’s mom put an arm around him. Tears glimmered in their eyes too. But Olli wasn’t crying. Her eyes burned for lack of tears, like a parched throat ached for water.

She glanced back at the center of the room, where the door had been. If it was there now, she couldn’t tell. It wouldn’t open again until Brend was dead and Roper was called to be the Keeper. But there had to be another way. And she would find it.

“Olli?” Roper called her attention to him, looking at her with an intensity that reminded her of his brother. “Are you—” But he stopped himself, as if hearing the absurdity of his question only as it left his lips.

“What now?” Daniel asked, looking ready to spill more blood. If only he could. If only he wasn’t chained to that old witch.

Good question. The gears in her head groaned into motion, spinning and spinning, and then, she fainted.
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She came to as Daniel laid her down on cool, dewy grass. Above her, the sky was blue, the clouds gone. Nearby she could hear water running—the river.

“The ambulance is on its way,” Roper said.

She turned her head and saw the empty brick ruins of the old mill. So that’s where the tunnel led. The door must’ve been under the mill somewhere. That’s why it hadn’t been torn down. 

She started to sit up, but Iris appeared above her, stopping her. “Be still, Shield,” she said. Olli’s chest hurt looking at her. 

“My dad—”

Iris put a finger to Olli’s lips and glanced over at Daniel and Roper, both of whom were occupied on their cell phones. “No one must know.”

“Why?”

“She does not know. He escaped her.”

“What can she do? He’s in another world.”

Iris gave her a sad smile—so much like Brend. “It’s not as far away as you think.”

Her chest hitched. She slammed her eyes shut against the tears. She didn’t want them. She wanted her dad. She wanted Brend.

In the distance, she heard sirens. In her hand, the Dowager’s ring stuck to her skin, held fast by blood—hers and Pap’s.
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“You again, ya?” Ballard squinted at her over his shoulder with his red eyes—blood red. How had she not seen it before? 

“Should be with the rest of them, your kind.” He jerked his chin towards the hill covered in white, though the crowd was obscured by the scraggly trees—full of universes. 

“I’m tired of funerals,” she said.

He grunted and returned to the stone he was chiseling. Clink, clink, clink. The shadow of his workshop fell over them, a corrugated metal building buried in the trees. He sat on a three-legged stool dug into the leaf-litter, chipping away at the chunk of gray stone. 

“Who’s that for?” she asked.

“Never can tell,” he said.

“They say you know who’s going to die before they’re dead. They say you have the name carved before the body’s cold.”

“They may say a lot, but not much worth hearing.” He leaned away from the stone and squinted up at her again. His gaze tracked from her face to her neck. “Not a thing I’d wear, ya.”

She picked up the flashing ring around her neck, smirking. “The ring of power?” He didn’t get the joke.

He stood, plunking his tools down on top of the stone. “Power. Ya. Power.” He shuffled away, taking a rag out of his back pocket and wiping his face and neck, grumbling. “Too hot.”

She touched the ring, trailing after him. Her arms were still painful. The right one in a sling and the left wrapped in a fresh bandage. A tepid breeze skipped through the trees, making them murmur. The pastor’s voice echoed far down the hill, words indistinct, but tone robust and ringing—for Pap and Brend’s dad. 

The college’s summer term started next week. Everyone agreed it would be better to have a joint funeral before the students returned that coming weekend. They hadn’t told Farren. She was still in St. Maarten, though when she’d heard her mom’s voice on the phone she’d wanted to come home immediately. But Iris had decided to wait to tell her about Brend and Booker, and her father, until she returned. Olli didn’t think Farren would thank her for it, but no one had asked her.  

They’d already had Chief Reeve’s funeral on Tuesday. Hope had clung to Iris and sobbed the whole way through. 

At the reception, Olli had gone to say something to Locke, but when she’d looked into his eyes, all her paltry condolences died in her throat. His smile was gone. She didn’t have any way to bring it back. So she’d sat down next to him and stayed there because someone needed to and no one else was. Since then, he’d been hanging around. She told him there was no chance of anything happening between them. He said he just wanted to help her. He needed to. He needed to do something. She understood that. She had to do something too.

He waited for her at the edge of the trees.  

Her fingers ran over the cold surface of the ring. It was carved from some clear brilliant stone, but whether quartz or diamond or some other-worldly rock, she couldn’t say. She didn’t care what it was made of; her only concern was what she could do with it. 

“What power does it have?” she asked.

Ballard began to pump on the spigot. After a few grunts, water spurted out into his cupped hand. He took a sip and then stuck his rag under the stream. He took off his cap and squeezed the water over his lumpy bald head. His fingers were long and slender—claws. She saw that now too.

“Put an end to it, Shield,” he said, water streaming down the creases of his face. He jammed his hat back on and wrung the rest of the water from the rag onto the ground. “Preserver’s dead. Heir’s safe. Family safe—what’s left of them. Keeper at the gate—where he belongs. Faced the witch and won. A proper Shield now, by what I see, and I see true. Let that be the end, ya.” He stuffed the rag back into his pocket. “The end.”

She nodded. “The end.”

He eyed her. “Then why have you come? For tea?”

She lifted the ring. He bared his yellow teeth at it. 

“You said it has power.”

He scowled, deeply. “Ya.”

“What sort of power?”

“Can’t hear it?”

She cocked her head and listened. The pastor, weeping, soft chatter, the stream rushing—almost whisper-whispering. She let the ring fall against her chest.

“No. What should I hear?”

He held up his finger to his ear. “Calling.”

“Calling for what?”

His eyes were liquid. “For him.”

“Him?”

“Ya. What do you feel about that, Shield?” 

“About what?”

“You and she, share the same pain and the same want.”

“What do you mean?”

He titled the brim of his hat back, grinning, his teeth like needles. “Lost what you love, ya? Want it back.”

For an unsettling moment, her Shield pulsed in warning. And then Ballard tugged his hat down, hiding his face once more in shadow.

“Hear, Shield, and well. Let go your tears. Feel your pain. Heal your wounds. And let that be the end. Or else the wanting become poison. Drink it and become like her.”

She stiffened. “I’ll never be like her.”

He turned, shuffling away. “Now you can see, need to learn to hear,” he grumbled as he left her.

She watched him slip through the trees. Around her finger, she twisted her own ring. Stuck tight. 

Ballard was wrong. She could hear. She could hear that inner voice, her voice, loud and clear.

Don’t give up, Shield. Don’t. Give. Up. 





Epilogue


“Come to kill me, Lady Shield?”

The Dowager’s gardens seemed smaller and less fragrant than the last time, though no less hot.  

Daniel stood next to the old woman. But this time, he didn’t look happy about it. He hadn’t been at Pap’s funeral that morning, but he still wore white. 

She gave Daniel another quick once over.

She couldn’t tell if the Dowager had punished him or not. He seemed to be, physically, the same. Pap had appeared physically the same too, even when Blinky had taken him over. Her Shield-senses hadn’t powered up when Pap had been possessed. For all she knew, Daniel could have a piece of Blinky stuffed into him. He hadn’t come home for days. But Olli didn’t think he was possessed. For one thing, he looked her straight in the eye, like he wanted her to kill the Dowager.

“You know that’s not why I’m here,” she said.

The Dowager tongued her cheek and folded her hands in her lap. Even frail and diminished in power, she was a threat. Olli could see that now.

“Indeed,” the witch said. “You have something which does not belong to you.”

“And so do you,” she said, nodding towards Daniel. 

“Are you proposing an exchange?”

Olli’s hand closed around the ring. The Dowager watched her. 

“Would you consider it?” Olli asked.

“For your cousin?”

“For my whole family.”

“Ah, yes, young Nathan is quite promising, isn’t he?”

“Free them all and then . . . we’ll talk about making a deal.”

“And what if I ordered the Speares to take it from you by force?”

Daniel shifted. Olli wasn’t sure what would happen if she had to fight Daniel and Nate. She wasn’t sure she could—not because she was a Shield and they were Speares, but because they were family. And she knew they weren’t here by choice. 

The Dowager watched her for a long time, long enough for a second sweat to break out on Olli’s back.

“What if you did?” she said finally. 

The Dowager tilted her head, eyes narrowed. “Tell me, Lady Shield, do you intend to find a way back to Fifthold before young Brend is lost to the gate?”

“Absolutely.”

The witch smiled. Olli’s heart sank. How could she have been so stupid? Ballard had been right. She and the Dowager did want the same thing. They both wanted to go back.

“The piece of Blinky you put in Pap, it could sense when the door opened, couldn’t it?” Olli asked.

“Indeed.”

“Then why didn’t you have it come and get you and take you back before Brend could return? Why let it attack Brend? Why send it through in the first place? Why send it to the gate? Why not go yourself?” She lifted the ring. “Why give it this?”

The Dowager glanced away, like she’d lost interest in the ring. “I’m quite tired now, Lady Shield. This past week has been most trying. When I was young, I, like you, had questions. I craved answers, more than sleep, or food. I was quite relentless in my pursuit. But then, the old world was full of knowledge. In every crevice it seemed someone had hidden some great truth, in every forest some ancient being dwelled, willing to spill tales for a pittance. I drank in knowledge, I overflowed with it and I grew powerful from it. But that, Lady Shield, was in the old world. And sadly, I left much of that power, along with all the sources from which I had garnered it, behind.”

The Dowager took up her fan, but it didn’t make her eyes flash this time. They remained flat and dark, tired. Still she smiled that snake smile Olli hated. 

“Where will you find the answers you seek in this empty world? I promise you, they’re not in the cemetery. They’re not in any book that was brought here by my son all those years ago. I know. I’ve read them all.”

“You’re supposed to answer my questions truthfully.”

“So long as it does not interfere with my plans.”

“And do your plans include this ring? Because this empty world has a lot of places it could get lost.”

If the Dowager was bothered, she didn’t show it. “A bit of advice, Lady Shield, always undertake a plan with earnest hope for its success and always be prepared for it to fail.” She folded her fan. “Daniel, I would like to go in now.” 

Daniel gave Olli one last nice-try-kid look and stepped up behind the Dowager’s wheelchair. 

“Good day, Lady Shield. Please do come again. I so rarely have such entertaining guests.”
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Locke paced beside his truck. When he saw her coming he stopped and held her phone out to her. “I just talked to Dr. Gates.”

Olli took her phone. She hadn’t wanted any interruptions and it seemed like the whole town had her number now. People were paranoid. Every time someone frowned, their neighbor thought they were possessed by a Whisperer and called Olli to have her come check them out. Mostly, Olli thought people wanted to check her out. No one had ever seen a Shield (that they knew of). A week ago people had barely acknowledged her, now they fell over themselves to befriend her. But Olli wasn’t interested in making friends. 

“Is it Booker?” Olli asked, expecting the worst.

Locke nodded. “He’s awake.”

She dropped her phone. The screen shattered. She snatched it up, shaking away the glass.

“Let’s go,” she said. 

He already had the door open for her.

Twenty minutes later, she entered Booker’s room. The family gathered around him, smiling. 

Booker’s eyes slid over to Olli, but they weren’t right. They were black, even the whites. His smile faded. 

“Olli.” His voice had changed too—splintered. But her Shield didn’t waver. Whatever had happened to Booker, he wasn’t a threat—at the moment.

The family looked at her, their smiles wilting. Her ability to create awkward silences had expanded to killing smiles as well. Even her own smiles weren’t true smiles. They were bitter, vicious, and thin. She knew, but didn’t try to change it.

She stepped into the room. Roper and Hope backed away.

“Give us a minute,” Booker said to his family.

They nodded and floated by her, out the door. Hope gave her a sad smile. Roper just looked at her. Iris stopped by her side and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, squeezing her hand before leaving. Olli barely looked at her though. She looked too much like Brend. Too much.

The door closed behind them.

“You’ve changed,” she said, stepping closer to Booker.

“You noticed.” He ran a trembling hand over his pallid face, spotted by a thin beard. “I thought maybe I was the only one who could see it. My family—”

“They see what they want to see.”

He nodded. “My mother told me what you did.”

“You mean how I left Brend to die?”

“That’s my fault, not yours.”

She didn’t argue.

His strange new eyes seemed to look at her, though it was hard to tell without pupils. “Aren’t you going to ask me?”

Ask him? She was having trouble not screaming at him. The house was in ruins. The fence breached. As of yet, no other Whisperers had shown up, but that didn’t mean one hadn’t come through. The last one had taken months to attack. And worst of all, Brend was gone.

“Be angry, Shield. But I did what I did for all of us,” he said.

“For Brend?”

“Especially for him,” Booker said without hesitation. “Even if I had gone to the gate, how long would I have survived? Five years? Ten? Just long enough for you to really hate me when I finally died and he was called. Long enough for your children to hate me too.”

Her heart ached. “What were you doing?”

“I told you I would find an answer.”

“You’re not destroying the door. I’ll kill you before I let that happen.” And she meant it.

“No, Olli. I won’t. That’s not the answer.” He licked his lips, they were peeling and cracked. “I had to join with the Preserver. I had to delve into it. I had to learn what it knows. That’s why I did what I did. It was crazy, I know, but it was the only way. It was the only chance.”

He licked his lips again.

She snatched up a cup from his bedside table, filled it with water, and handed it to him.

He downed the water and then stared into the empty cup. “I did learn, Olli. I may have learned enough to end this.”

“End this?”

“All of it. My family has been searching for a way to end their exile and their death sentence at the gate. But we were mistaken. We were looking only for ourselves.”

She twisted the ring around her finger. “I don’t get it.”

“Fifthold.” He held up his fist, each finger popping up one by one. “Our gate, Shield, isn’t the only one, it’s the fifth. There are nine.”

“So?”

“So all along my family has been looking for an answer to our problem, for our gate. But it turns out we’re not the ones who started this. My great-great-grandparents weren’t the first ones to breach a gate. That’s what I learned from the Preserver.”

“Did you learn how to get back to Fifthold?”

“Yes.”

Her knees almost gave out. She grabbed the bed rail. “How?”

“We can’t do it, Olli. Just like we can’t end Brend’s service to the gate.”

“But you—”

“Not us, Olli. You and I, we can’t. But there is someone. Someone who can not only open the door, but who can free Brend, free my entire family and more, so much more.”

She dropped into the chair next to his bed. “Who?”

“I don’t know the name, or names, I think . . . I think there’s two of them.” He began to scratch at his arm, even though the tattoo was gone. “One who is blood and one that is ether, or one who is becoming ether and one is becoming blood . . . it’s all in here. I just have to sort through it. I can’t quite—”

“Booker!” She dug her fingers into his bedding to keep from strangling him. “You said they, or he or she, whoever, that they can open a door to Fifthold? They can free Brend?”

He nodded.

“Where are they?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

A scream built in her throat. She surged up from her chair. “What good is that then? You don’t know who, you don’t know where. You might as well not know anything.”

“But I do know something,” he said calmly, those too-black eyes unmoved by her outburst. “They’re like us.”

“Us?”

“Exiled, in this world.”

“In this world,” she said. “So somewhere in the world is someone who can help us.”

He nodded again.

She took a deep breath. Once again, the tears she didn’t have threatened to emerge. “It’s nothing,” she said. “It’s less than nothing.”

“No, Olli,” he said. “It’s hope. We can find them.”

“Somehow, right?” She shook her head and started towards the door.

“Shield, wait,” he said. 

She didn’t want to, but she looked back at him. A too-thin young man with too-black eyes and a too-fierce look on his face. She stared, transfixed. Not because of his eyes, but because of something else in the air around him, something in the splintered resonance of his voice, like two voices speaking as one. As much as she wanted to turn away from him, to hate him for what he’d done, for the time he’d stolen from her and from Brend, she found her pulse slowing and her fists uncurling. She found herself listening.

“There’s more.” 
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 Author's Note

 

Dear Reader,




I assume if you’re reading this note, then you’ve finished Shield and the Shadow. Thank you for joining me on this journey. I hope you’ve enjoyed the story. If so, you’re probably as anxious to hear more of Olli’s tale as I am to tell it.
 
Little did I know when I began The Horizon Cycle just where the story would take me. When I began writing Book 2, I was surprised to discover that it did not pick up where Olli and Brend left off. In fact, Olli and Brend don’t appear in it at all. Rather, Book 2, Stoneheart and the Axe, features a new cast of characters set in the Horizon Universe. Their story runs concurrently to Olli’s.

I know, I know . . . When we pick up Book 2 in a series, we want a continuation of the plot of Book 1. At least, that’s what I want as a reader. I consulted with my editorial team on the matter. Perhaps we should number the books fractionally somehow, or not number them at all, we thought. But in the end, we decided that a note was probably the clearest means to explain.
 
The Horizon Cycle spans years, worlds, and characters. It is not a trilogy. At the moment, it sits at five books, but there will be more beyond those already written and plotted.
 
If you loved Olli, I promise she will be back. Her story is not over yet; it is an important part of a much larger one.
 
In the meantime, Nicia is our heroine for Book 2. She’s not like Olli. She’s a bit older and edgier and has her own battles and an axe . . . that talks. And there’s this guy named Aaric.

So I hope you’ll continue on this journey with me. I’ll be honest, I don’t always know where it’s going to lead, but I’m having a lot of fun finding out. I hope you do too.
 
If you’re interested in being the first to hear about a new book release in this series, or any of the the others that may be published in the meantime, please sign up for my newsletter here.
 
 

Your Humble Author,
 
a.m. yates
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